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Dedication
To James B. Jacobs (1947–2020), long America’s most distinguished or-
ganized crime scholar, whose essays appear in volume 1 of Crime and
Justice and in this one. He is sorely missed.





Preface
The Godfather, The Sopranos, and La Cosa Nostra exemplify organized
crime for most Americans. In Asia the term conjures up images of Japa-
nese yakuza and Chinese triads, in Italy the Cosa Nostra and ‘Ndrang-
heta, in Latin AmericaMexican narco-gangs and Colombian drug cartels,
in the Netherlands transnational drug and human trafficking, and in Scan-
dinavia outlaw motorcycle gangs. Some but not all those organizations
are “mafias” with centuries-long histories, distinctive cultures, and com-
plicated relationships with local communities and governments. Others
are new, large but transitory, and with no purpose other than maximiz-
ing profits from illegal markets.

The phenomena have existed for centuries but serious scholarly, as op-
posed to journalistic or law enforcement, efforts to understand them date
back only a few decades. In Crime and Justice’s early days, we several times
commissioned organized crime essays. That was almost inevitable. The
series’ mission, after all, is to publish state-of-the-art surveys of knowl-
edge about topical subjects. The federal government during the 1970s
through the 1990sfiercely challenged and fundamentally weakenedAmer-
ican mafia organizations. Few subjects were more topical. Unfortunately,
the editors and outside referees at the time agreed, only one of those early
commissioned papers, by Peter Reuter on mafia involvement in New York
City’s waste management industry, worked out. The rest failed not from
insufficient authorial effort, but because rigorous, analytically acute, and
methodologically sophisticated scholarly literatures on organized crime
did not exist.

Impressive and useful scholarly literatures have, however, begun
to emerge, mostly outside the United States. They have developed in
different countries, involve work in different languages and disciplines,
and deploy a wide range of methods. Organizing Crime: Mafias, Markets,
and Networks provides the most exhaustive overview ever published of
knowledge about organized crime. The writers to a person are, or are
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among, the world’s most distinguished specialists in their subjects. At
last, credible explanations and testable hypotheses are available con-
cerning when, why, and under what circumstances mafias and other or-
ganized crime organizations come into being, what makes them distinc-
tive, what they do and with what effects, and how to contain them.

We followed the standard Crime and Justice developmental process.
Essays were commissioned from well-known, widely respected scholars.
The writers, the editors, and other specialists from the United States and
Europe attended a May 2019 conference in Bologna, Italy, to illuminate
and deconstruct initial drafts. Each essay was rewritten after the confer-
ence and distributed to paid referees for critical reactions and sugges-
tions for improvement. Peter Reuter and I then provided our own ques-
tions, comments, and suggestions.

Many people have served as coeditors of Crime and Justice thematic
volumes. Some extensively participated in developing the volumes their
names adorn; some did not. Peter is among the heavy lifters. He and I
have been partners in organized crime since the outset. He proposed
the volume. We lengthily discussed topics and writers and referees and
drafts. He read and commented on initial and revised drafts, wrote the
introduction with me, and advised on the dust jacket and this preface. I
am in his debt.

The volume would not exist save for many people’s efforts. The inde-
fatigable Su Love coordinated and managed the Bologna conference. The
attendees, besides the writers, were Hans-Jörg Albrecht (Max Planck
Institute, Freiburg), Francesco Calderoni (Universita Cattolica, Milan),
Philip J. Cook (Duke University), Manuel Eisner (University of Cam-
bridge), Vanda Felbab-Brown (Brookings Institution), Lars Korsell
(Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention), Gianguido Nobili
(Department of Police and Urban Security, Regional Government,
Emilia-Romagna), and Tom Vander Beken (Ghent University). Some
attendees, and some of the writers, also served as anonymous referees
for particular essays. Other referees were Peter Andreas, Gerben Bruinsma,
Scott Decker, Ombretta Ingrascì, Monica Massari, Francesco-Niccolò
Moro, Andrew Papachristos, Stephan Parmentier, Alex Piquero, Michele
Riccardi, and Jason Sharman.

The writers endured a long, arduous process with remarkable pa-
tience and goodwill. Meeting participants did their reading ahead of
time and offered helpful advice and challenging criticism. Referees pre-
pared reports substantially more detailed and reflective than is common;
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writers took the reports seriously. Su Love provided painstaking, indis-
pensable help behind the scenes. Peter and I are enormously grateful to
them all. Readers will decide for themselves whether the effort was
worthwhile.

Michael Tonry
Bagnaia, Isola d’Elba, April 2020





Peter Reuter and Michael Tonry

Organized Crime:
Less Than Meets the Eye
“Less here than meets the eye,” a Venusian documentary maker calling
home might say. Books, films, and mass media portray organized crime
as larger than life, a fearsome monster among us, an awesome money-
making machine. Reality is different. Organized crime organizations are
life-size, understandable outgrowths of local cultures, political systems,
and markets. In some times and places, they control markets and peoples’
lives, just as state institutions do in other times and places, but that too is
understandable and can be explained. Organized crime organizations are
not enormously profitable. Frightening,malevolent, and lethal, sometimes
yes. Practically useful to ordinary law-abiding people, sometimes also yes.
Economically important in any larger scheme of things, almost never.

Novelists, filmmakers, journalists, law enforcement officials, and pol-
icy makers have long paid attention to organized crime; scholars not so
much. Mario Puzo’s novel The Godfather and Francis Ford Coppola’s
follow-up films on the AmericanCosaNostra exemplify long lines of pop-
ular novels and films in many languages and countries. Organized crime
is a regular topic on the front pages of newspapers and a recurring subject
of in-depth investigative reporting, exemplified by Roberto Saviano’sGo-
morrah on the Campanian Camorra and its eponymous film version. Or-
ganized crime is blamed for many modern ills, ranging from contraband
cigarettes in Britain, high condominium prices in Miami, and the impos-
sibility of conducting business honestly in Albania, to human smuggling,
drug epidemics, and destabilization of communities and countries.

Organized crime has not, however, been a longtime, mainstream sub-
ject of research by social scientists. Part of the explanation is intellectual
fashion. Criminologists traditionally focused on understanding crimes by
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2 Peter Reuter and Michael Tonry
individuals, especially young ones, and operations of the criminal justice
system. Other subjects including organized and white-collar crime re-
ceived and receive shorter shrift, as contents pages of criminology jour-
nals attest.

Several things contribute to the dearth of scholarly work. One is the
increasingly quantitative character of contemporary social sciences, in-
cluding criminology. Until recently, little research on organized crime was
quantitative or easily could have been. Few numerical data sets provide
much insight into its origins, operation, or effects. Important scholarly
works were mostly qualitative. That is beginning to change, but main-
stream statistical data on crime and victimization continue to shed com-
paratively little light.

A second is that there are only two quality journals, Global Crime and
Trends in Organized Crime. Because tenure-seeking academics need and
established scholars want their writings to be published in refereed jour-
nals, important work appears in a wide range of disciplinary and profes-
sional journals. Much important work is self-published by government
and international organizations and research institutes. As a result, much
of the literature is fugitive. No one purposely hides important work, but
it is often hard to find.

A third, far from least important, is that research on organized crime
presents special challenges. Participant observation or ethnographic study
of transnational drug, human smuggling, and other markets, or of delib-
erations and activities of organized crime leaders, for example, are nei-
ther welcomed nor feasible. Representative surveys of participants in il-
legal markets or of members of organized crime groups are unsurprisingly
rare. These are among the reasons why much writing on organized crime
continues to draw heavily on journalistic sources, courtroom testimony,
surveillance transcripts, biographies and autobiographies of offenders,
and law enforcement officials’ reflections.

Despite those challenges, comparatively rich literatures are beginning
to emerge, especially in the Netherlands and Italy. Notorious events in
those countries focused attention. A huge uproar occurred in the Nether-
lands when it became known that a police team had facilitated import of
several tons of drugs, reportedly in order to help informers move up in
trafficking organizations (Kleemans 2014). A parliamentary inquiry,
charged to investigate the nature, seriousness, and scale of organized
crime in the Netherlands, appointed an academic study group, chaired
by Cyrille Fijnault, to establish what was known and knowable (Fijnault
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et al. 1996, 1998). A key finding was that remarkably little was known.
The then minister of justice undertook to remedy this by promising reg-
ular reports on Dutch organized crime; the ministry’s Research and Doc-
umentation Centre has continually followed up. The Dutch Organized
Crime Monitor was established to support and conduct an ongoing pro-
gram of research and to create new, cumulative, databases on organized
crime activities and participants. Essays inOrganizing Crime:Mafias,Mar-
kets, and Networks draw on their fruits (e.g., Kleemans and Van Koppen
2020; Selmini 2020; von Lampe and Blokland 2020).

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a wave of assassinations of police of-
ficers, prosecutors, judges, and other public officials in Italy culminated in
the 1992 bombing deaths of judges Paolo Borsellino and Giovanne Fal-
cone, joint leaders of an antimafia task force (Catino 2020). Their deaths
precipitated enactment of unprecedentedly severe antimafia laws; a re-
lentless series of investigations, prosecutions, convictions, and imprison-
ments; and an explosion of interest among Italian scholars. Researchers
gained access to hundreds of thousands of pages of wiretap transcripts
and the testimony of hundreds of mafiosi who changed sides.1 Over time
these records have been mined to create new databases on organized crime
activities, participants, and revenues and to develop large and growing
literatures. Essays in Organizing Crime: Mafias, Markets, and Networks
draw on them (e.g., Catino 2020; Paoli 2020; Reuter and Paoli 2020;
Selmini 2020; Varese 2020).

Those Dutch and Italian developments, and an international diaspora
of Italian organized crime researchers, may have catalyzed work in other
countries, though that would be difficult to prove. In any case, new lit-
eratures emerged, old ones adapted, and Dutch and Italian scholars played
major roles. Specialists in network analysis explore webs of relationships
and activities among organized crime members and between them and
outsiders (Bouchard 2020). Criminologists explore similarities and dif-
ferences between youth gangs, outlaw motorcycle gangs, and organized
crime organizations, and interactions among them (Selmini 2020; von
Lampe and Blokland 2020). They draw on criminal careers, develop-
mental psychology, and life-course research traditions to learn about ini-
tiation, continuation, and desistance in crime involvement of participants
in organized crime organizations and transnational criminal activities
1 Similar sources generated by unprecedented federal antimafia efforts in the 1970s,
1980s, and 1990s have enriched understanding of the operations, organization, and effects
of American organized crime ( Jacobs 2020).
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(Kleemans and van Koppen 2020). Economists and others develop and
test theories about operations of and changes in illegal markets (Levitt
and Venkatesh 2000; Cook et al. 2007). Traditional small-scale qualita-
tive studies and journalists’ investigations continue, as has publication of
biographies, autobiographies, and professionals’ reflections.

Much more is known than even a decade ago and incomparably more
than 20, 30, or 40 years ago. The essays in this volume speak for them-
selves so we neither describe nor summarize them. Instead, we identify a
few important lessons that have been learned.

Every society gets the kind of criminal it deserves.
(—John F. Kennedy)

Research on organized crime has long faced the difficulty that its con-
ceptualization is contested. Definitions vary widely and no widespread
agreement is in sight. There is agreement that transnational organized
crime and long-enduring organized crime organizations, usually short-
handed as mafias, are distinguishable albeit overlapping phenomena. Il-
legal markets, ubiquitous in modern societies and present in many pre-
modern ones, generate a wide variety of organizational forms. Some are
evanescent, a couple of people seizing a tempting opportunity. Others
that last longer as small change—three students selling marijuana in a
college dormitory—fall within formalistic organized crime definitions
set out in criminal codes and international agreements. Still others are
more and less stable networks in which individuals collaborate opportu-
nistically over time, switching partners as market conditions change. Oc-
casionally, but not often, large and enduring organizations emerge.

“Mafias” are large, enduring criminal organizations that serve multi-
ple functions. Japanese yakuza, Chinese triads, and the Italian ‘Ndrang-
heta and Cosa Nostra are prominent examples. These exist only in a few
countries and are in sharp decline. Illegal markets and social disruption
have precipitated criminal organizations in other countries, particularly in
Russia and Eastern Europe, that acquire mafia-like reputations, but they
have typically proven to be short-lived. In still other countries, typically
in South and Central America, combinations of lucrative illegal markets
and weak governments have fostered large, conspicuously violent, crim-
inal organizations that may or may not prove long-lived.

Societies get the crime they deserve, President Kennedy observed.
That appears to be true of criminal organizations. Violent crime represents
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a failure of social control, but is rooted in human behavior; the impulse to
violence is universal andmanifests itself everywhere. So do the impulses to
steal and defraud. Organized crime in various of its nontrivial senses is,
by contrast, a response to a specific kind of governmental failure—in-
ability to prevent ongoing coordinated actions to earn money from pre-
dation or illegal markets. The emergence of powerful organized crime
groups in the Northern Triangle of Central America (El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Honduras), for example, is indicative of weak, almost
failed, states. The emergence of similar groups in Venezuela and Brazil
is associated with state failures to provide security in prisons and urban
ghettos. The influence and power of mafia groups in the United States
through much of the twentieth century was attributable in part to their
successful, long-term accommodations with urban political machines.
Similar accommodations in Mexico during the long reign of the Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) broke down when the PRI lost its po-
litical monopoly; this and fundamental state weakness are among the
reasons why violent drug gangs have since 2007 seemed beyond the reach
of state control. By contrast, the Netherlands’ modest organized crime
problem, despite being the principal entry point for cocaine and heroin
into Europe because of the importance of the Port of Rotterdam and
Schiphol Airport, shows that a well-run democratic state can maintain or-
der and provide adequate services even in the presence of large-scale drug
trafficking. Similarly, the Scandinavian countries inwhich quasi-legalmo-
torcycle gangs have in recent decades symbolized organized crime have
experienced only modest violence.
Every community gets the kind of law enforcement it insists on.
(—John F. Kennedy)

Violence, theft, and fraud are parts of the human condition. So,Homo
sapiens being social animals, are collaborative efforts to commit them.
Neither individual nor collaborative crimes will ever cease, but both
can be contained, and more elaborate forms of collaborative crime can
be weakened and controlled.2 Enforcement campaigns against mafias
have been unexpectedly successful. Unceasing law enforcement attacks
2 Though the matter is not free from controversy, the prevalence of individual crimes
also can be contained, though more effectively through the delivery of social welfare
programs and services than through law enforcement efforts.
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by local US Attorneys’ offices, the US Department of Justice, and the
FBI greatly weakened the American Cosa Nostra and eliminated it in
some US cities. Italian campaigns against the Sicilian Cosa Nostra and
the Campanian Camorra have resulted in imprisonment of generations
of their leaders, largely dissuaded them from the use of lethal violence,
and greatly reduced their power and influence. Similar stories can be told
about the Japanese yakuza and Chinese triads in China, Hong Kong,
Taiwan, and Southeast Asian countries. The organizations endure but
wield much less power than they once had. Essays in Organizing Crime:
Mafias, Markets, and Networks tell some of these stories and other similar
ones (e.g., Catino 2020; Jacobs 2020; Paoli 2020; Reuter and Paoli 2020).

Each of these stories needs to be understood in its own terms. In the
United States, for example, important contextual changes coincided with
law enforcement attacks on organized crime. These included the declin-
ing power of labor unions after 1970, the breakdown of urban political
machines in the Northeast and Midwest, and increasing professional-
ism of policing in large cities. The Borsellino and Falcone assassinations
prompted not only a massive and ongoing law enforcement response in
Italy but also a change in national consciousness evidenced by the forma-
tion of countless local antimafia civic associations, large-scale asset forfei-
ture programs, and dissolution of hundreds of mafia-influenced local gov-
ernments. The weakening of the yakuza and triads is partly a by-product
of development of more effective centralized states. The elimination of
the Medellin drug cartel in Colombia resulted not only from US pres-
sures, a law enforcement crackdown, and government resolve, but also
from active involvement of the military, responding to the cartel’s chal-
lenges to the central government. The failures of weak states to control
and diminish the power of organized crime organizations in Mexico, Ar-
gentina, Brazil, and the Northern Triangle of Central America each in-
volve different kinds of stories. The bottom line nonetheless is that at
least the more visible forms of organized crime can be suppressed by ef-
fective modern states.
Organized crime is the dirty side of the sharp dollar.
(—Raymond Chandler)

Cupidity and stupidity are, alas, also part of the human condition.
Most people, probably all of us, want to enjoy pleasures, benefits, and
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resources beyond their means. Efforts to obtain them unlawfully lead to
both creation of organized crime organizations and individuals’ willing-
ness to collaborate with them.

Markets distribute goods and services. Most illegal markets operate
without generating large criminal enterprises. One of us (Reuter 1983)
offered an early theoretical explanation, focusing on the structural con-
sequences of product illegality, which limits criminal entrepreneurs’ and
managers’ use of many features of modern commerce, including adver-
tising, open communication, systematic research and development, and
access to legitimate forms of dispute resolution such as courts, media-
tion, and arbitration. Criminal entrepreneurs need to get jobs done, but
manymust do them on their own in unstable collaborations in chaotic set-
tings. The optimal configuration of human smuggling, among the largest
illegal markets, for example, is of small adaptive enterprises that specialize
in specific market segments (Campana 2020). This is true even in regions
with sizable criminal enterprises, such as the US-Mexico border, where
large drug-trafficking organizations operate, and in Sicily where Cosa
Nostra remains powerful and active albeit diminished.

Some large criminal enterprises employ thousands of individuals and
create barriers to entry by other criminal entrepreneurs but lack access
to facilities and services that empower legal enterprises. The traditional
way to solve this problem is to collaborate with willing entrepreneurs,
politicians, and governments. A major obstacle to effective antimafia ef-
forts in Italy, wiretaps and court cases show, is that otherwise legitimate
entrepreneurs are attracted by moneymaking opportunities mafias can
provide, either earnings from providing noncriminal services to criminal
actors, or purchase of mafia services such as debt collection that are
faster, cheaper, and more effective than courts can achieve. Outlaw mo-
torcycle gangs, which share many characteristics with mafias, typically
achieve a borderline status in which clubs are legally chartered organi-
zations, copyrighting symbols and suing infringers, while many mem-
bers engage in active criminal careers. Drugmarkets in Brazil andMexico
have long been dominated by organizations that reached live-and-let-live
accommodations with corrupt police, politicians, and armies. Illegal gam-
bling in Rio de Janeiro led in the twentieth century to the emergence of a
large criminal federation that became tightly bound to the city’s politics;
the federation was a major player in the operation of Rio’s famous Car-
nivale celebrations (Misse 2007). However, like mafias, these are not the
norm.
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Illegal markets and legitimate institutions are often intertwined, par-
ticularly conspicuously in money laundering. Major international banks
in Denmark, the Netherlands, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and
the United States3 have paid billions of dollars in fines for knowingly ac-
cepting and transferring money that originated in illegal market activity
(Levi and Soudijn 2020). Compelling evidence in all these cases showed
that senior bank managers, often including boards of directors, knew or
willfully disregarded the likelihood that transactions flowed from drug
traffickers or mafias. Despite making large investments in money-
laundering controls, in the hundreds of millions of dollars for large banks,4

directors often have few scruples about banks accepting such money.
Such connections have not been unique to money laundering. Major

tobacco companies have been shown to have collaborated with mafias in
smuggling their products into high tax markets, thus avoiding local taxes
and boosting cigarette sales (Beare 2003). The yakuza over many decades
provided important services to the ruling Liberal Democratic Party in
Japan (Kaplan and Dubro 1987). Long-term connections between Amer-
ican labor unions and American mafias have been well documented
( Jacobs 2020).
Organized crime in America takes in over forty billion dollars a year. This is
quite a profitable sum, especially when one considers that the Mafia spends
very little for office supplies.
(—Woody Allen)

Office supply budgets are no doubt comparatively small, partly be-
cause organized crime organizations do not pay taxes, comply with ad-
ministrative regulatory regimes, or file lawsuits to settle commercial dis-
putes or collect debts. However, althoughWoody Allen’s $40 billion was
probably meant to show that mafia revenues are enormous, in any big
picture perspective they are small. In 2018, the gross revenues of 17 com-
panies exceeded $200 billion each. Of the 50 companies with highest
revenues, the smallest took in $119 billion. The United Nations Office
3 The list includes HSBC, ING,Wachovia, Credit Suisse, Danskbank, andWells Fargo.
The 10 largest European banks have all been fined for money-laundering violations.

4 HSBC, following a then record fine of $1.9 billion, reported that its annual expenditures
on anti-money-laundering efforts (AML) exceeded $750 million (Arnold 2014). LexisNexis
Risk Solutions (2017) estimated that the average bank in five European countries spent
about $20 million on AML activities and that the European total exceeded $83 billion.
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on Drugs and Crime (2012) estimated that global revenues from a very
broad definition of organized crime amounted to $900 billion, but that
constituted just 1.5 percent of global GDP. A European Commission–
sponsored study of organized crime revenues produced an estimate of
about 1 percent of the European Union’s GDP (Savona and Riccardi
2015). Both studies erred on the side of generosity in their estimates.

Extraordinary powers are often ascribed to organized crime, particu-
larly in the United States. Donald Cressey’s Theft of a Nation (1969) de-
scribed a criminal conspiracy that embraced every level of government
and caused enormous damage. Cressey seemingly seriously quoted the
famous claim of Meyer Lansky, a well-known mafia figure, that “We’re
bigger than General Motors.” This is a perfect illustration of a taste for
uncritical exaggeration that once characterized organized crime research.
Estimates of the revenues of Italianmafias suggest that they have imposed
a massive tax on business in Sicily and southern Italy in addition to cor-
rupting many municipal governments (Calderoni 2014). Government
agencies occasionally produce social cost estimates of the harms from or-
ganized crime that point to it as a major social problem (Fell et al. 2019;
National Audit Office 2019).

None of these estimates have a sound conceptual basis or a strong em-
pirical base. Part of the problem is empirical; the activities of organized
crime are clandestine, and its finances are hidden. The conceptual prob-
lem is to define the counterfactual; what does Sicily look like without the
Cosa Nostra? Corruption will be less serious. The Cosa Nostra is effi-
cient in its subversion of government at every level, but how much will
corruption decline? Drug markets may be less efficient and more violent;
how does one value that? The data in support of the estimates are frag-
mentary and require what economists unblushingly call “heroic assump-
tions.” This is illustrated by Pinotti (2015), who used sophisticated mod-
eling techniques to estimate that the presence of ‘Ndrangheta in two
southern Italian provinces reduced per capita income by about one-sixth
but with a long list of arguable assumptions.

Arguments are made that organized crime provides some social ben-
efits. Fifty years ago, James Buchanan, a Nobel laureate economist, sug-
gested that organized crime, by monopolizing illegal markets, reduced
the cost of crime since a rational monopolist would raise the prices of
illegal goods whose consumption produced harms (Buchanan 1973). Stu-
dies of Italian mafias that operate mechanisms to resolve internal con-
flicts, the true mafias, show that historically they have lower homicide
rates than other organized crime organizations (Catino 2020).
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Organized crime organizations can cause still other harms, such as
threats to the state, that are impossible to value in monetary terms; rare
but important. The provision of a criminal infrastructure may serve to
expand the supply of illegal goods. Effective dispute settlement services,
for example, allow for lower cost provision of goods and services. Sim-
ilarly, organized crime can connect criminals with complementary skills
more efficiently.

Nonetheless, it is hard to imagine that the harms of organized crime,
net of any improvements in societal well-being à la Buchanan, are com-
parable to those resulting from violent or property crime. Credible es-
timates of the latter for the United States are in the many hundreds of
billions of dollars per year (Miller et al. 2020).

In the broader context of important societal problems, organized crime
is a minor one. Consider by contrast the apparently unending line of
banking industry schemes that rake money from vast numbers of their
customers. In the last decade alone that list includes the subprime mort-
gage scandals in the United States (Sorkin 2010) that precipitated a global
recession, the Personal Protection Insurance scheme in the United King-
dom (Ferran 2012), bank scandals uncovered by the 2018 Royal Banking
Commission in Australia (e.g., charging customers for services not pro-
vided; Hayne 2019), and similar frauds committed by Wells Fargo Bank
against its customers. The LIBOR (London Interbank Overnight Rate)
scandal is another instance of financial fraud with large-scale conse-
quences, conducted by employees of the most respectable of City of Lon-
don financial institutions (Bryan and Rafferty 2016).
Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.
(—Lord Acton)

Mafias may be less common than some might expect, organized crime
may take many forms, and its economic consequences may be less than
many believe, but none of that gainsays the reality that impunity em-
powers and sometimes has massive human costs. Living outside the law
can mean living beyond reach of the law. Italian mafias, South American
urban and prison-based gangs, and Colombian and Mexican narcogangs
have at times been extravagantly violent (Reuter and Paoli 2020). So have
gangs in the Northern Triangle of Central America. Much violence by
Italian mafias has been intragroup, but not always as the 1980s and early
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1990s spasms of the SicilianCosaNostra demonstrate. Violence by South
and Central American gangs has been mostly intragroup, inMexico it has
been both intra- and intergroup, and some in all these places, especially in
Mexico, has targeted state employees and ordinary citizens. National ho-
micide rates inmany of these places (but not Italy) have at times as a result
been among the world’s highest. Within Italy, homicide rates are highest
in Sicily, Campania, and Calabria, home bases of the three major mafias.

However, at least in effective modern states, extreme violence does
not inexorably accompany the presence of mafias and other organized
crime organizations. The American Cosa Nostra traditionally used vio-
lence instrumentally; murders usually occurred within or between mafia
families, at least in part because of anticipated repercussions if law en-
forcement and other government personnel or ordinary citizens were
often targeted (Jacobs 2020). The antimafia crackdown after the Bor-
sallino and Falcone assassinations appears greatly to have suppressed
killings by the Italian mafias (Catino 2020). Neither the yakuza nor the
triads were historically or are now known for violence against outsiders.

It thus appears that effective modern and centralized states can re-
strain violence, especially against outsiders, by mafias and other orga-
nized crime organizations. Prospects in failed and demonstrably weak
states are not reassuring.
There is always a well-known solution to every human problem—neat,
plausible, and wrong.
(—H. L. Mencken)

Organized crime in some form is surely a permanent feature of mod-
ern societies. The most prominent new form, or at least new label, is
transnational organized crime, invoked by many scholars and govern-
ments as the source of manifold evils. Twenty-five years ago Louise
Shelley (1995, p. 463) warned, “Transnational organized crime has been
a serious problem for most of the 20th century but it has only recently
been recognized as a threat to the world order. This criminality under-
mines the integrity of individual countries but it is not yet a threat to the
nation-state.”5 Similar sentiments are echoed in books from distinguished
5 A quarter-century later she added, “What has changed from the earlier decades of
transnational crime is the speed, extent and the diversity of the actors involved” (Shelley
2019, p. 223).
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policy commentators (e.g., Naim 2010) and in countless government
documents (e.g., Executive Office of the President 2011; Council of
Europe 2014).

The definition of transnational organized crime offered by the US
Department of Justice (no date) is broad indeed:

Transnational Organized Crime refers to those self-perpetuating as-
sociations of individuals who operate internationally for the purpose
of obtaining power, influence, monetary and/or commercial gains,
wholly or in part by illegal means, while protecting their activities
through a pattern of corruption or violence. There is no single
structure under which international organized crime groups operate;
they vary from hierarchies to clans, networks and cells, and may
evolve to other structures. The crimes they commit also vary.6

It may be unfair to mock the vagueness of this definition—the phenom-
enon is widespread—but it is fair to ask whether putting a label on some-
thing as amorphous as this serves a useful purpose. How can organized
crime not be affected by globalization as crime more generally is trans-
formed by technology and social change? Criminal organizations are no
less likely than auto makers, oil companies, and IT companies to become
more international. Whether that importantly changes organized crime
and justifies new laws and controls is a question, not a conclusion.

There is no answer to the problems posed by organized crime. There
are many answers. They are as diverse as the separate problems they ad-
dress. Italians and Americans have shown that the activities, powers, ef-
fects, and social influence of mafias can be curtailed. Dutch and Scandi-
navian experience shows that mafias are not an inevitable feature of
modern states. More narrowly focused problems can be attacked in var-
ious ways, some more effective than others. Continued construction of
effective modern states governed largely by rule-of-law values will help,
as will growth of modern welfare states that improve human life chances
and diminish the allure of lives in crime. Organized crime, including in
its nontrivial forms, will always be with us, just as individual crimes of
violence, property, and fraud always will be.

Organized crime organizations, including mafias, and the less dramatic
types of criminal collaboration come in many forms. Organizing Crime:
6 See https://www.justice.gov/criminal-ocgs/international-organized-crime.
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Mafias, Markets, and Networks offers insights into many. It also demonstrates
major advances in understanding of the diversity, organization, opera-
tions, and effects of organized crime. It shows that mafias such as the
American and Italian Cosa Nostras, the Chinese triads, and the Japanese
yakuzas are more controllable and containable than fatalists expected.
Those successes will not prevent criminals from finding new ways of or-
ganizing to execute complex and profitable crimes. The beat will go on.
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James B. Jacobs

The Rise and Fall
of Organized Crime
in the United States
A B S T R A CT

The Italian American Cosa Nostra crime families are the longest-lived and
most successful organized crime organizations in US history, achieving their
pinnacle of power in the 1970s and 1980s. The families seized opportunities
during the early twentieth-century labor wars and under national alcohol
prohibition from 1919 to 1933. Control of labor unions gave them power to
determine the companies that could operate in various sectors and enabled
them to establish employer cartels that rigged bids and fixed prices, and
provided opportunity to exploit pension and welfare funds. The racketeers
were urban power brokers. The families also profited from gambling, illicit
drugs, loan-sharking, prostitution, and pornography, and they extorted pro-
tection payments from other black marketeers. For decades they faced little
risk from law enforcement. FBI Director Hoover denied the existence of a
national organized crime threat. Local police were corrupted. After Hoover’s
death, the FBI made eradicating organized crime a top priority. Relentless law
enforcement coincided with socioeconomic and political changes that greatly
weakened the Cosa Nostra families.

As the second decade of the twenty-first century draws to a close, the
CosaNostra crime families are shadows of their former selves. Relentless
investigation and prosecution of Cosa Nostra members and associates,
legalization of gambling, increased competition in other black markets,
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dramatic decline of private sector unions, waning influence of urban po-
litical machines, disappearance of Italian neighborhoods, and emergence
of new organized crime groups have all contributed to the decline of the
Cosa Nostra families. In this essay I describe their rise and fall.

The academic and popular treatment of organized crime in theUnited
States, including in this essay, overwhelmingly focuses on Italian Amer-
ican Mafia or Cosa Nostra “families.”This is justified by their longevity;
alliances with political, business, and law enforcement elites in numerous
cities; political and economic power; headline-making assassinations; and
colorful depictions in print, movies, and television series. There is no
denying Italian American dominance among organized crime groups,
at least since the late 1930s, although non–Italian American groups have
sometimes competed and sometimes cooperated with a Cosa Nostra
family. The mostly Irish American Winter Hill Gang in Boston, which
flourished from the 1960s to the 1980s, is a good example (Lehr and
O’Neill 2001). During roughly that same period, the Westies, an Irish
American New York City gang, engaged in extreme violence, sometimes
at the behest of one of the Cosa Nostra families, often in furtherance of
drug trafficking (English 1990). Throughout the twentieth century, black
organized crime groups have been active in gambling, prostitution, and
other rackets (Schatzberg 1993). In the 1970s, for example, Nikki Barnes
established a seven-man African American syndicate to control heroin
distribution in Harlem (Barnes and Folsom 2007). Russian and Russian
American crime groups rose to prominence in the 1990s (Finckenauer
1994; Handelman 1995). Vyacheslav Ivankov built an international oper-
ation that included narcotics, money laundering, and prostitution. He
forged ties with Cosa Nostra groups and Colombian drug lords in Bos-
ton, Los Angeles, Miami, and New York. Chinese triads or tongs have
long operated in Chinese American neighborhoods of some American
cities (Chin 1990, 1994).

Colombian drug traffickers, Jamaican posses, and Central American
gangs are well-entrenched in many parts of the United States (Kenny
and Finckenauer 1995). In the twenty-first century, MS-13, a gang with
one foot in the United States and the other in Central America, has been
heavily involved in drug trafficking and extortion (Progressive Manage-
ment 2017). In the 1990s and 2000s, Armenian Power attracted major
law-enforcement attention, at least in Los Angeles. In 2011, a hundred
people associated with Armenian Power were charged with crimes rang-
ing from identity theft to kidnapping, fraud, extortion, loan-sharking,
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robbery, witness intimidation, and drug trafficking. In 2015, a shootout
in Waco, Texas, between the Bandidos Motorcycle Club and Cossacks
Motorcycle Club left nine dead. In its wake, the US Department of Jus-
tice (DOJ) labeled seven motorcycle gangs as highly structured criminal
enterprises (Duara 2015). Despite recognizing all this organized crime
diversity, I deal exclusively with the Cosa Nostra crime families, no small
challenge given their long history and their presence in at least 24 cities.

The families operate independently, but often cooperate, especially in
“open cities” like Miami and Las Vegas. Since 1950, there have been no
wars between the families, each being recognized as having exclusive ju-
risdiction in its city except New York City. Relations are more complex
for the five New York City families, but they too have largely respected
one another’s territory, interests, and operations. There is no national
body that governs all the families.

The families are organized similarly. A boss or “godfather” dominates
each. The boss appoints an underboss, the consiglieri (counselors), and a
number of capos (captains). Each captain oversees a crew of soldiers and
associates. Soldiers are full members of the family (“made men”), but
associates are not. The capos and soldiers pursue their own underworld
and upperworld opportunities. They are entrepreneurs in crime. The
boss is entitled to a percentage of each subordinate’s earnings.

Members of Cosa Nostra have been involved in myriad schemes and
businesses. Labor racketeering has been especially important. Control of
a union makes possible extortion of employers and employees and estab-
lishment of employer cartels that rig bids and fix prices. Cosa Nostra
members have or have had ownership interests in all sorts of companies.
They are active in black markets in drugs, gambling, prostitution, por-
nography, and loan-sharking.

Until the 1970s, the Cosa Nostra families were not seriously threatened
by federal, state, and local law enforcement. The Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation (FBI) under J. Edgar Hoover did not regard the local families as a
federal problem. Local police did not have the resources or expertise to
support systematic investigations and make cases against members of the
families.Besides and importantly,manyurbanpolicedepartmentswere cor-
rupted by the crime families. The occasional successful prosecution had lit-
tle, if any, effect on the families’ businesses and operations. New members
could easily be recruited to replace imprisoned colleagues.

Federal law enforcement’s view of Italian American organized crime
changed radically in the 1960s. Cosa Nostra attracted the attention of
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powerful congresspersons who warned especially of organized crime’s
role in unions and the legitimate economy. Consequently in 1968, Con-
gress enacted the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968.
Title III provided for electronic eavesdropping pursuant to court orders.
Wiretaps and bugs became the most important investigatory tools for
combatting organized crime. In 1970, Congress passed the Racketeer
Influenced and Corrupt Organizations (RICO) Act, which facilitated or-
ganized crime investigations and made possible the simultaneous prose-
cution of multiple members of each crime family. It made membership
in an organized crime group an offense and authorized lengthy prison
terms and substantial financial penalties. In 1970, Congress created the
Witness Security Program, which offered protection and relocation with
a new identity to Cosa Nostra defendants who became cooperating gov-
ernment witnesses.

More importantly, the FBI reinvented itself after Hoover’s death in
1972. Hoover defined the FBI’s top priority as internal subversion by
Communists, socialists, and other left-wingers. His successors and the
Criminal Division of the DOJ made organized crime control a top prior-
ity. In 1968, the DOJ established more than a dozen organized crime
strike forces in jurisdictions where Cosa Nostra was thought to be stron-
gest. The strike forces, reporting directly to the DOJ headquarters, were
independent of theUS Attorneys’ offices in those jurisdictions. Thus, they
focused full time on investigating and prosecuting organized crime with-
out responsibility for dealing with other crime problems.

In 1975, after Cosa Nostra’s assassination of former Teamsters Union
president Jimmy Hoffa, labor racketeering became the principal focus of
the federal effort. A few important prosecutions were brought in the
1970s, followed by a torrent in the 1980s. Practically every Cosa Nostra
boss, and usually their successors, were convicted.Hundreds ofCosaNostra
members were imprisoned. In addition, a civil remedy, wielded by federal
prosecutors, enabled lawsuits to bring organized-crime-dominated unions
under the remedial authority of federal courts. By 2000 Cosa Nostra was
severely weakened everywhere and in several cities eradicated.

Here is how this essay is organized. Section I describes inmore detail the
inter- and intra-organization of Cosa Nostra families. Section II describes
their infiltration and exploitation of unions, business, and politics. Sec-
tion III examines the CosaNostra crime families’ blackmarket operations.
Section IV focuses on their political influence and role as a power broker in
urban America. Section V sketches the evolution of the federal, state, and
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local organized crime control campaign. Section VI surveys the law en-
forcement strategies wielded by federal, state, and local law enforcement
andby local governments. SectionVII reviews the reasons forCosaNostra’s
decline and speculates on its current and future prospects.
I. The Organization of Italian American Organized Crime
The origins of Cosa Nostra date from the nineteenth century in Italy
and later in the United States. Its prominence, visibility, and a widely
shared organizational structure date from the twentieth century.
A. Cosa Nostra Families
Each family is headed by a boss, sometimes called the “godfather.”How

bosses are chosen or choose themselves is not clear.There ismost likely no
single method. Perhaps in some cases, as in the Godfather movies, the in-
cumbent boss chose his successor. This would have required acquiescence
by at least a substantial proportion of the family’s membership. Perhaps in
other cases the underboss, consiglieri, and capos, after negotiation anddeal
making, reached a consensus. Leadership succession is sometimes deter-
mined by intrafamily warfare as occurred in the Bonanno wars of the
1960s in New York City (DeStefano 2006). In theory, the boss exercises
nearly absolute authority over the family; receives a share of his subor-
dinates’ revenues; oversees payoffs to politicians, police, andother officials;
and takes care of the families of imprisoned (and sometimes deceased)
members. Reality often differed. Imprisoned members’ families were fre-
quently not provided for adequately, if at all. Ambitious subordinates
disagreed with a boss’s policies or appointments and otherwise felt mis-
treated or disrespected.

Bosses of two dozen Cosa Nostra families operating over three-
quarters of a century necessarily varied greatly in intelligence, energy,
competence, and ambition. Since the mid-1970s, bosses have faced sig-
nificant threats of arrest and prosecution. It would have been challeng-
ing for bosses tied up in criminal litigation to effectively govern their
families. That challenge would have been even greater after conviction
and during a lengthy imprisonment. There appears to be no standard
practice or rule about when leadership must be relinquished.
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Each family has an underboss, consiglieri, and several capos. The boss
appoints this leadership team without the need for advice and consent,
but subordinates’ approval or at least respect for the underboss, consig-
lieri, and capos would likely be important. Each capo has authority over a
“crew” comprising soldiers, sometimes called “good fellows” or “wise
guys.” All members must be males of Italian descent (Sicilian according
to some writers). The consanguine definition of “Italian descent” is not
clear. Are two “full-blooded” Italian parents required? John Gotti’s wife,
Victoria, had a Russian mother and an Italian father, so her son John
Gotti Jr., Gambino boss for several years, was not full-blooded Italian.
What counts as qualifying Italian lineage—“fully” Italian mother, father,
or both—is not clear and probably varies between families and over time.

An individual must be invited to become a made member, almost al-
ways after years of being associated with the family. Prominent defector
Joseph Valachi, a member of the predecessor of New York City’s Luc-
chese family, testifying before Senator McClellan’s Permanent Subcom-
mittee on Investigations, described the secret Cosa Nostra induction cer-
emony. It included an oath of fealty to the family and its code of omerta
that requires silence about the family’s organization, membership, and
activities (McClellan 1962). Blood is drawn from the initiate’s hand (usu-
ally the trigger finger). Then a picture of a saint is burned in that hand
(Fresolone and Wagman 1994; Maas 1997). Subsequent defectors con-
firmedValachi’s description of the ceremony. FBI agents, using an eaves-
dropping device, in 1989 recorded the initiation of four men into New
England’s Patriarca family (United States v. Bianco1). The following year,
George Fresolone, cooperating with the FBI, recorded his initiation into
the Bruno-Scarfo family (Fresolone and Wagman 1994). Fresolone
claimed in his autobiography that the Philadelphia family’s failure to pro-
vide financial assistance to his family when he was incarcerated led to his
disillusionment with Cosa Nostra and ultimately to his violation of omerta
(Fresolone andWagman 1994).His information contributed to racketeer-
ing indictments in 1991 against 38 reputedmobsters, includingNicodemo
Scarfo, the Philadelphia–Atlantic City boss (Cox 1989).

Cosa Nostra crews include “associates” who work for and with made
members. A 1998 estimate of the size and composition of New York’s
Genovese family calculated that there were four or five associates for
1 See the appendix for full citations of all cases cited in this essay.
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every made member, of whom there were approximately 250 (Raab
1998c). Associates need not be Italian.

A high-earning associate can be highly influential within the family
leadership. Meyer Lansky, a principal in the development of Las Vegas
as a gambling center, became one of Cosa Nostra’s most powerful fig-
ures, although he himself could never become a made man. Nor could
Murray Humphries, Red Dorfman, and Stanley Korshak, major figures
in the Chicago family in the 1950s, 1960s, and into the 1970s. Nor was
Moe Dalitz in Cleveland. Benjamin Siegel played a key figure in estab-
lishing Cosa Nostra’s Las Vegas gambling empire.

CosaNostramembers and associates function as criminal entrepreneurs,
seeking out profitable legal and illegal opportunities; the legal businesses
were typically run in illegal ways (Jacobs and Panarella 1998). Members
and associates must share revenues with the family’s leaders, but there
are no hard-and-fast accounting rules or fixed percentages. Presumably,
the sizes of payments to capos, consiglieri, underbosses, and bosses are in-
dividually negotiated. Financial disputes are not litigated in lawsuits; a sub-
ordinate suspected of cheating the boss can be assaulted or killed.
B. Relations among Families
Despite the late Donald Cressey’s (1969) assertion that Italian Amer-

ican organized crime constituted a nationwide conspiracy, Cosa Nostra
has never been a single organization. Since the 1930s, at least 24 Italian
American crime families have operated independently, each with exclu-
sive jurisdiction in its owngeographic area (except inNewYorkCity,where
five families operate). Each family chooses its own leaders, members, and
associates; launches and conducts its own criminal enterprises; invests
in legitimate enterprises; and divvies up revenues. Retired Bonanno fam-
ily boss Joseph Bonanno claimed in his autobiography that the families
were governed by a nationwide Cosa Nostra “commission” established
in the 1930s by Charles Luciano (Bonanno and Lalli 1983). However,
other than a bungled 1957 conclave in Apalachin, New York, attended
by dozens of Cosa Nostra figures from all over the country, there is little
evidence to support the existence of a national governing body (United
States v. Bufalino). A nominal commission with representatives from some
families may have met occasionally to discuss mutual interests and inter-
and intrafamily disputes, but if so it did not in anymeaningful sense “gov-
ern” the organized crime families.



24 James B. Jacobs
Cosa Nostra families sometimes cooperated on ventures. Several fam-
ilies, for example, cooperated in skimming from Las Vegas casinos in or-
der to avoid taxes. Several families operated in Miami, which apparently
was considered “an open city.”

Indictments in the 1986 “commission case,” which brought charges
against the leaders of four of the five Cosa Nostra families in New York
City, charged the existence of a commission comprised of the heads of
thefive families (Bonanno, Columbo,Gambino,Genovese, and Lucchese).
According to the prosecutors, this commission “regulated and facilitated
the families’ interrelationships, promoted and carried out joint ventures, re-
solved actual and potential disputes, extended formal recognition to new
bosses and, from time to time, resolved leadership disputes within a family,
approving the initiation or ‘making’ of new members or soldiers, keeping
persons inside and outside La Cosa Nostra in fear of the commission with
threats, violence, and murder” (United States v. Salerno, indictment; see
Jacobs, Panarella, andWorthington 1994). To the extent that the commis-
sion existed, it is not clear how it enforced its decisions. Most likely, the
New York City bosses met from time to time on an ad hoc basis to discuss
issues of common concern, for example, the 1960s warfare within the
Bonanno family. There was no commission office, no staff, no budget.
We know nothing about the alleged commission’s decision-making pro-
cedures. Was unanimity required? If not, did bosses in the minority ac-
quiesce to the will of majority?

There is lore that commission approval was needed before members of
a family could depose (assassinate) their boss. However, no information
has surfaced that John Gotti, a Gambino family capo, sought, much less
received, commission approval to assassinate Gambino boss Paul Cas-
tellano. Surely Gotti would not have risked disclosing his plot to the other
families’ bosses lest information be leaked toCastellano. It is hard to imag-
ineGotti having been able to arrange a confidentialmeetingwith the bosses
minusCastellano.And ifGotti had appeared before the commission, would
his anti-Castellano allegations have been accepted at face value, or would
the bosses have wanted to hear what Castellano or any defenders of his
leadership had to say? Without some kind of fact-finding, it would have
been hard for a commission to anticipate the ramifications of an unsuc-
cessful or even a successful assassination attempt. Finally, might not the
other bosses have been reluctant to approve a capo’s assassination of a boss
in light of their own vulnerability to subordinates?
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Families are better conceptualized as franchises than as formal bureau-
cratic organizations. Amademember or associate derives power and eco-
nomic benefit from being recognized by the family. Businessmen, union
officers, and politicians are likely to comply with a family member’s “re-
quests” because of the family’s reputation for wielding power through
violence and other means.
II. Labor and Business Racketeering
The Cosa Nostra families’ success over much of the twentieth century
results from seeking out, developing, and exploiting a range of criminal
and noncriminal opportunities including corruption of national and lo-
cal labor unions; creation and enforcement of employer cartels; supply-
ing illicit goods and services; and carrying out thefts, hijackings, frauds,
and arson. At the same time, members often own and sometimes run
ostensibly legitimate businesses, such as clubs, restaurants, trucking com-
panies, linen suppliers, and concrete plants, and routinely violate antitrust,
tax, and other laws. Cosa Nostra’s footholds in both the criminal under-
world and the world of legitimate businesses, unions, and politics distin-
guish it from other organized crime groups active in US black markets
( Jacobs 1999).

A. Labor Racketeering
Since the beginning of the twentieth century, labor racketeering has

provided Cosa Nostra with power, status, legitimacy, and financial re-
ward (Seidman 1938;Taft 1958;Hutchinson 1969; Jacobs 2006). Infiltra-
tion of unions began in the 1910s and 1920s when companies recruited
gangsters to break strikes, and unions recruited them to fight the strike
breakers. With a foot in the door, organized crime families took over
unions by replacing their officers by force or election fraud ( Jacobs and
Panarella 1998; Jacobs 2006). In some cases, they parlayed control of locals
into influence and sometimes control of the national union (international if
there were locals in Canada). For decades, CosaNostra wielded significant
influence in the International Longshoremen’s Association, the Laborers
Union, the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees Union, and the
International Brotherhood of Teamsters.

Cosa Nostra turned union power into profit by extortion (selling
labor peace to employers), embezzling from and defrauding pension and
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welfare funds, taking employer payoffs in exchange for sweetheart con-
tracts or ignoring violations of collective bargaining agreements, paying
union officers bloated salaries, and forcing employers to hire no-shows
(Reuter 1985, p. 56). TheCosaNostra crime families also used their union
power to acquire ownership interests in businesses; a business could not
operate if the union would not allow its members to work for it. Orga-
nized crime figures could easily put an employer out of business or take
an ownership interest. Moreover, by controlling which businesses could
operate in a particular sector, they were able to establish employer asso-
ciations (cartels) in waste hauling, construction, seaborne and air cargo,
and other business sectors (New York State Organized Crime Task
Force 1990; Jacobs 2006). The cartels set prices and decided which com-
panies could bid on contracts and how much they could bid. In short,
they designated who would win contracts.

Beginning in the 1950s, Cosa Nostra’s influence in the International
Longshoremen’s Union enabled theGambino (Brooklyn andNew Jersey)
and Genovese (Manhattan) families to exploit many of the port’s oper-
ations. Cosa Nostra determined who worked on the docks and decided
when cargo ships would be unloaded. They solicited bribes from or
extorted shippers by determining which cargo was loaded and unloaded
and when (Bell 1960; Abadinsky 1994). In the 1970s, the FBI’s massive
Operation UNIRAC (Union Racketeering) investigation revealed that
the Gambino and Genovese families’ influence in the Longshoremen’s
Union extended from New York to Miami (United States v. Local 1804-
1, International Longshoremen’s Association). Shippers paid off the families
to avoid harm, to gain advantage, or both.

CosaNostra wielded extraordinary influence in the International Broth-
erhood of Teamsters (IBT). It was the nation’s largest private sector labor
union, with 2.3 million members at its height. Jimmy Hoffa attained the
presidency with the assistance of Cosa Nostra and, in return, deferred to
their wishes. However, Hoffa was convicted of jury tampering, attempted
bribery, and fraud and sent to prison in 1967. Frank Fitzsimmons served
as acting president. President Richard Nixon pardoned Hoffa in Decem-
ber 1971 on condition that he not participate in union activities. Hoffa im-
mediately repudiated that condition and sought to regain his old position.
Cosa Nostra bosses, however, preferred Fitzsimmons and, after warning
Hoffa to desist, assassinated him (Brandt 2004). Fitzsimmons served as
IBT president from 1971 to 1981.
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By the late 1980s, organized crime was entrenched in at least 38 of the
largest Teamster locals (PCOC 1986a; Jacobs and Cooperman 2011).
Cosa Nostra bosses promoted their favored candidates for the IBT pres-
idency and other top positions. For example, the Kansas City family suc-
cessfully lobbied for Roy Williams’s candidacy to succeed Fitzsimmons.
Williams resigned after conviction for conspiracy to bribe a US senator.
The Cleveland family then promoted Jackie Presser’s successful candi-
dacy (Brill 1978; Moldea 1978; Crowe 1993; Jacobs 2006; Jacobs and
Cooperman 2011).

Cosa Nostra’s influence in the Laborer’s International Union of North
America guaranteed a powerful presence in the construction industries in
many cities. Extensively recorded conversations of Sam DeCavalcante
(New Jersey family) detailed his family’s control of a laborer’s union local
(Zeiger 1970). For years, the “Outfit” (the Chicago family) strategically
positioned Cosa Nostra members in the Laborers Union’s locals in that
city (Abadinsky 1994). The President’s Commission on Organized Crime
(PCOC 1986a) and several civil federal lawsuits documented the Lucchese
andGenovese families’ influence inNewYork’s Laborers Local 6A and the
Eastern District Council (New York State Organized Crime Task Force
1990).

Cosa Nostra, especially the Lucchese crime family, has been firmly
entrenched in many New York City local building trades’ unions, includ-
ing painters, carpenters, mason tenders, and plumbers (New York State
Organized Crime Task Force 1990). The “mobbed-up” unions crushed
opposition by means of blacklisting and personal violence. Union officials
who were members or associates of Cosa Nostra ran patronage systems in
their locals.

CosaNostra has had a strong presence in theHotel Employees andRes-
taurant Employees InternationalUnion (HEREIU). Control ofHEREIU
Local 54 enabled Philadelphia’s Bruno-Scarfo family to direct the pur-
chasing decisions of Atlantic City hotels (Abadinsky 1994). In Chicago,
the Outfit’s control of anHEREIU local gave it power over the restaurant
industry (McClellan 1962). InNewYorkCity, theColombo andGambino
families for many years dominated HEREIU Locals 6 and 100 (PCOC
1986a).

CosaNostra benefited enormously from its union influence (New York
State Organized Crime Task Force 1990). John Cody (Teamsters), Ralph
Scopo (Laborers), Albert Anastasio andAnthony Scotto (Longshoremen),
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and Harry Davidoff (Teamsters) were among the most powerful New
York City labor figures in the second half of the twentieth century.
Red Dorfman was president of Chicago’s Waste Handler’s Union and
a key figure in Chicago’s Outfit. Murray Humphries, another top Outfit
figure, though not a union official himself, wielded enormous influence
over several Chicago unions.

As joint employer/union pension and welfare funds grew, Cosa Nostra
members and associates, serving as fund trustees, treated the funds as piggy
banks. The most notorious example was the Chicago, Kansas City,
Milwaukee, and Cleveland bosses’ exploitation of the massive Teamsters
Central States Pension and Welfare Fund (United States v. Dorfman).
Generous loans from this fund (controlled by the Chicago Cosa Nostra
family through Allen Dorfman, who approved loans) financed Cosa
Nostra’s operations in Las Vegas (Skolnick 1978).

Control over unions enabled Cosa Nostra members to extort labor
peace payoffs from businesses and to solicit bribes in exchange for sweet-
heart collective bargaining contracts ( Jacobs and Panarella 1998; Jacobs
2006). Cosa Nostra–dominated unions turned a blind eye to employers’
failures to make required payments to pension and welfare funds by
overlooking “double-breasted” shops (staffed by both union and non-
union workers) and by facilitating other employer practices that violated
contractual obligations. In some jurisdictions, a mobbed-up union main-
tained two locals, one with a strong collective bargaining agreement and
the other with a weak one. Employers who paid bribes to the union bosses
and their Cosa Nostra allies were permitted to contract with the low-cost
union. Employers were also induced to put no-showCosaNostra members,
friends, or associates on their payrolls.

Influence over unions and pension funds enabled Cosa Nostra to di-
rect union contracts for dental and medical providers, legal services, and
other goods and services (New York State Organized Crime Task Force
1990). Sometimes firms owned by Cosa Nostra members or associates
were the chosen contractors; other times, contracts went to legitimate
contractors who paid kickbacks. For example, contracts for maintaining
the heavy equipment for unloading seaborne cargo in New Jersey have
for decades been controlled by Cosa Nostra labor racketeers (Stewart
2019).

Cosa Nostra racketeers also extorted kickbacks from rank and file
union members. A worker had to pay part of his salary to an organized
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crime-controlled union boss in order to get a desirable assignment and
even to work at all, especially on the New Jersey side of the Port of
New York. These kickbacks were, among other ploys, sometimes called
“Christmas gifts” from the union member to the boss (Stewart 2019).

B. Business Racketeering and Cartels
From the early twentieth century, New York City mobsters exerted

strong influence in the construction industry, the garment center, the
Fulton Fish Market, and sea cargo operations in the Port of New York
and New Jersey (Hortis 2014). From the 1950s to the 1990s, based on
their influence in unions, the New York City Cosa Nostra families were
deeply entrenched at the Javits Exhibition Center, in John F. Kennedy
Airport’s air cargo operations, and in commercial waste hauling and dis-
posal. They were also involved in moving and storage, securities, linen
supplies, food processing, importation, and retail distribution (Kwitny
1979; Jacobs and Hortis 1998; Jacobs 1999). The Genovese, Gambino,
Colombo, and Lucchese families made millions from a monopoly over
window replacement in all public housing and much private housing
in New York City.

Gambino family boss Paul Castellano owned Dial Meat Purveyors,
which distributed poultry to 300 butchers, grocers, and supermarkets
in the New York City metropolitan area and, ultimately, to two national
supermarket chains (Maas 1997). Chicken magnate Frank Perdue found
that getting supermarkets to purchase his chickens required paying off
Castellano (PCOC 1986a; O’Brien and Kurins 1991; Maas 1997). Small
butchers could not obtain poultry from anyone other than Dial (Maas
1997). If a business complained, Castellano orchestrated union problems.

Control over a union allowed Cosa Nostra to determine which compa-
nies could do business in a sector whose workers that union represented.
The cartels allocated contracts and fixed prices. The cartels’members in-
flated prices, in effect imposing a “cartel tax” or “mob tax” on consumers
( Jacobs andHortis 1998). Businesses that were notmembers could neither
get union labor nor operate with nonunion labor. A business that tried to
operate with nonunion labor would be picketed, disrupted, and ultimately
shut down.

In the “commission case,” United States v. Salerno, federal prosecutors
proved that four of New York City’s five Cosa Nostra crime families
controlled a concrete contractors cartel. S&A Concrete, owned in part
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by Anthony Salerno (“front” boss2 of the Genovese family) and Paul
Castellano (boss of the Gambino family), was the only company permit-
ted to bid on poured concrete contracts in excess of $5 million ( Jacobs,
Panarella, and Worthington 1994). The cartel assigned middle-sized
contracts (i.e., $2–$5million) to one of a half-dozen contractors in which
Cosa Nostra families held interests. Other companies could bid on and
carry out smaller contracts, as long as they kicked back 2 percent of the
contract price to the Colombo family (United States v. Salerno). The Cosa
Nostra families also had a monopoly over concrete manufacturing in
New York City, owning the only two plants in that business. These com-
panies were forfeited to the government in the prosecution of Cosa
Nostra front man Edward Halloran, who was subsequently assassinated
by his former sponsors.

Cosa Nostra exerted similar influence in the New York City drywall in-
dustry through Vincent DiNapoli, a Genovese capo. Through its control
of the Carpenters Union, the Genovese family held ownership interests in
several drywall contractors and ran the Metropolitan New York Drywall
Contractors Association ( Jacobs 1999). Much like its concrete counter-
part, the drywall cartel allocated bids and took 2 percent of contracts as
a kickback. Firms that were not members of DiNapoli’s cartel paid an ad-
ditional $1,000 per week to ensure labor peace. The association’s district
council was placed under a federal trusteeship in 1990, but Cosa Nostra’s
control of the union was not broken ( Jacobs 1999). The government
brought a new round of charges against the union’s leadership in 2010.

For at least two decades, two powerful Cosa Nostra–sponsored cartels
allocated contracts and fixed prices in the New York City and Long Island
waste hauling industry ( Jacobs and Hortis 1998; Cowan and Century
2002). Peter Reuter (1993) explains that these cartels operated smoothly
because a Cosa Nostra member sat on the grievance committee of the
employers’ association, the New York Trade Waste Association. Conse-
quently, no carting company ever refused to accept the committee’s res-
olution of a dispute over “ownership” of routes and customers ( Jacobs
1999). Similar waste hauling cartels operated in Chicago, Los Angeles,
Philadelphia, Long Island, and many other northeastern and Midwest
cities and counties (Russo 2001).
2 Vincent Gigante was the actual boss of the Genovese family but preferred that Salerno
appear to be the boss in order to divert law enforcement attention from himself.
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The Chicago family’s Murray Humphries parlayed his control of
unions into a dry cleaning and laundry empire. He also achieved a mo-
nopoly on supplying ice to Las Vegas casinos (Russo 2006).

Brothers Thomas and Joseph Gambino gained control of New York
City’s garment district through their domination of International Ladies
Garment Workers Union Local 102 ( Jacobs 1999) and ownership of
several trucking companies. Thomas Gambino (a capo in the Gambino
family) amassed a $100 million fortune, mostly through ownership of
trucking companies operating in the garment center. In 1981, the gar-
ment industry honored Gambino as its Man of the Year. The Lucchese
family operated similar schemes in painting and window replacement.

Cosa Nostra members and associates owned and invested in myriad
other businesses, particularly nightclubs and restaurants. In the mid-
twentieth century, Stefano Magaddino, boss of the Buffalo family, owned
the Magaddino Funeral Parlor, the Camellia Linen Supply Co., and
Pandoro Exterminators, Inc. Wall Street Journal investigative journalist
Jonathan Kwitny (1979) documented Cosa Nostra’s ownership or control
of meat and cheese processing firms in New York City.
III. Black Markets
Cosa Nostra members and associates have, since at least national alcohol
prohibition in 1919–33, provided illegal goods and services including
gambling, loan-sharking, prostitution, pornography, and drugs (Haller
1990).
A. Gambling
Gambling has always been an important source of revenue for Cosa

Nostra families. The 1967 President’s Commission’s Task Force on Or-
ganized Crime identified gambling as Cosa Nostra’s main moneymaker.
The 1985 President’s Commission on Organized Crime (PCOC) focused
much of its attention on Cosa Nostra’s gambling operations. FBI agent
Frank Storey Jr. told the later commission that by a conservative estimate
(for which he did not provide a source) more than half of Cosa Nostra
revenues came from gambling (PCOC 1985, p. 57).

The Cosa Nostra families thrived on bookmaking for numbers, horse
races, and sporting events (Liddick 1998). Some of the midcentury titans
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of organized crime, such as Frank Costello, became rich via slot machines
and other gambling rackets. The PCOC (1985) concluded that sports bet-
ting provided the largest proportion of gambling revenue, but they pre-
sented no reliable data, nor are any likely to become available.

Las Vegas’s development as a gambling mecca is a critical chapter in
Cosa Nostra’s history. With financial backing fromMeyer Lansky, Frank
Costello, Bugsy Siegel, and other Cosa Nostra figures projected its influ-
ence in Las Vegas just as they had previously done in Havana (Colhoun
2013). With organized crime financing, Siegel built the Flamingo, the
first huge Las Vegas casino hotel. Over time, Cosa Nostra bosses ob-
tained ownership interests inmany Las Vegas hotels and casinos (Skolnick
1978). At one point, the Teamsters Central States Pension lent approx-
imately a quarter of a billion dollars secured by mortgages on those prop-
erties (PCOC 1985). Even more important than mob ownership of the
casinos was control over their operation. This enabled the Cosa Nostra
bosses to skim money, thereby avoiding taxes (Skolnick 1978; PCOC
1983). In 1986, with the aid of testimony fromAngeloLonardo, Cleveland
underboss turned government witness, federal prosecutors convicted a
number of those involved in skimming (e.g., United States v. Spinale).

The PCOC explained that the Outfit, which controlled gambling in
Chicago, imposed a 50 percent tax on bookmakers. The Outfit supplied
wire rooms, clerks, and telephones. The bookmaker had to attract his
own clients. Government telephone intercepts exposed a Milwaukee-
based sports bookmaking operation headed by Frank Balistrieri (boss),
Steve DiSalvo (underboss), and Balistrieri’s sons (PCOC 1985). “Writers”
answered phones and dealt with customers.

Cosa Nostra members also profited by fixing sports contests that made
their bets a sure thing. Cosa Nostra families fixed boxing and jai alai
matches and dog and horse racing. It is easier to fix contests in individual
sports where just one contestant has to be corrupted, but team sport
contests could also be fixed. The notorious Boston College basketball fix
began with a small-time bookie, Tony Perla, who was friendly with Rick
Kuhn, a member of the Boston College basketball team. Perla bribed
Kuhn to keep BostonCollege’s margins of victory within the point spread.
In order to increase profits, Perla needed amulticity bookmaking network.
This led him to the Lucchese family. Ultimately, the Luccheses paidKuhn
and one other player $2,500 (and drugs) per game (PCOC 1985).

The PCOC reported that Cosa Nostra placed illegal gambling de-
vices in restaurants, clubs, and stores and shared revenue with those
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businesses. If a player won, the business paid out. Cosa Nostra members
picked up its share of the profits on a weekly basis.
B. Loan-Sharking
Loan-sharking, which involves usurious loans backed up by intimida-

tion and threats of force to obtain repayment, has been a Cosa Nostra
mainstay (Goldstock and Coenen 1978). Organized crime members
loaned money to their own associates, gamblers, and individuals who
could not or would not obtain bank loans (Kenney and Finckenauer
1995). Estimates of interest rates range as high as 250 to 1,000 percent
per annum (Kenney and Finckenauer 1995).

One of the predicate racketeering offenses charged in the 1986 commis-
sion case (United States v. Salerno) was conspiracy to allocate loan-sharking
territories on Long Island. The indictment charged the defendants facili-
tated loan-sharking by resolving a territorial dispute between theLucchese
and Gambino crime families ( Jacobs, Panarella, andWorthington 1994).
Gambino family boss John Gotti was convicted of loan-sharking, among
other offenses (United States v. Gotti, aff ’d, United States v. Locascio).

InUnited States v. DiSalvo, federal prosecutors in Philadelphia convicted
two Scarfo family associates of loan-sharking offenses. Former underboss
Philip Leonetti, testifying as a cooperating witness, described how intra-
family lending worked. When Scarfo became boss, he agreed temporar-
ily to exempt DiSalvo’s loan-sharking operations from having to kick
back to him. However, when Scarfo assisted DiSalvo in collecting on a
$200,000 loan, DiSalvo was required to share the money with Scarfo.

Loan-sharking continued into the twenty-first century. In 2009, the
New York Police Department arrested 22 Lucchese and Gambino
members and associates for loan-sharking and sports gambling. How-
ever, it seems likely that the vast expansion of consumer credit options
in the last several decades diminished Cosa Nostra’s loan-sharking busi-
ness. Bank of America launched the first bank credit card, which even-
tually became Visa, in the mid-1950s, American Express followed in
1959, and Mastercard in the mid-1960s. More than 80 percent of Amer-
ican households have at least one credit card.
C. Prostitution and Pornography
In 1936, Lucky Luciano and several codefendants, targeted by

investigators for their efforts to centralize control of New York City
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brothels, were successfully prosecuted for 62 counts of compulsory pros-
titution (Block 1983). Governor Thomas Dewey granted Luciano clem-
ency in exchange for his assistance in keeping East Coast ports free of
labor unrest during World War II (Kenney and Finckenauer 1995). Be-
ginning in the 1960s, the sexual revolution likely reduced the demand
for paid sex. In any case, by the 1970s and 1980s the Cosa Nostra fam-
ilies had largely ceased to operate brothels, although some organized
crime figures continued to extort protection payoffs from independent
brothel owners (Abadinsky 1994).

Historically, CosaNostramembers actively trafficked in pornography.
According to the FBI, Cosa Nostra families controlled the pornography
industry through threats and use of force. In the 1960s, the Colombo
family ran coin-operated machines showing 8-millimeter pornography
films in New York’s then seedy Times Square. In the 1970s, Matthew
Ianniello, boss of theGenovese family, amassed an empire of topless bars,
porn shops, and sex shows centered in Times Square (Raab 2005). A mob-
ster affiliated with the Colombo family financed the breakout 1972 porn
movieDeep Throat. The Bonanno family’s Mickey Zaffarano owned Pussy-
cat Cinemas, a chain of movie theaters that specialized in porn. In 1980, a
two-and-a-half-year FBI investigation resulted in 45 pornography indict-
ments that included Cosa Nostra figures. A 2002 indictment charged the
Chicago Outfit with extorting payments from adult entertainment busi-
nesses (United States v. Calabrese).

In recent years, the availability of so much explicit sexual material in
print, films, and over the internet has likely diminished Cosa Nostra’s role
in the pornography market. However, that does not mean that entrepre-
neurial mobsters haven’t found ways to continue to profit. In 2005, pros-
ecutors charged Gambino family members with fraud for offering free
tours of adult websites and then extravagantly billing customers’ credit
cards. The Gambinos, as individuals, invested profits in a phone company,
bank, and more than 64 shell companies and foreign bank accounts.

D. Drug Trafficking
Italian American organized crime figures have been heavily involved

in drug trafficking since the early twentieth century (Hortis 2014). For
example, Lucky Luciano was arrested for transporting heroin (Kenney
and Finckenauer 1995). Vito Genovese, “boss of bosses” in the late
1950s, was ultimately convicted of drug trafficking (Hanna 1974). The
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infamous “French Connection” case revealed Lucchese family domi-
nance and Bonanno family involvement in importing heroin from France
toNewYorkCity in the 1950s. In the 1980s, prosecutors proved extensive
Bonanno family drug trafficking inUnited States v. Badalamenti (known as
the “pizza connection” case because several defendants used pizzerias as
fronts). The federal government exposed an international drug-trafficking
network, with over 200 participants, coordinated primarily by the Bon-
anno family and a Sicilian Mafia group ( Jacobs, Panarella, and Worth-
ington 1994).

Some Cosa Nostra members (and the fictional Don Corleone in the
1972 Godfather movie) claimed to oppose drug trafficking for moral rea-
sons and because of the risk of provoking law enforcement crackdowns
(Bonanno and Lalli 1983; Maas 1997). If such a no-drugs edict existed,
it was routinely violated ( Jacobs, Panarella, and Worthington 1994;
Hortis 2014). Gambino family boss Paul Castellano allegedly prohibited
members of his family from participating in drug trafficking, but de-
manded a cut of Sonny Black Napolitano’s (Bonanno family) heroin busi-
ness in exchange for supporting Napolitano in the Bonanno intrafamily
conflict (Bonavolonta and Duffy 1996). In addition, the Gambino family’s
capos and soldiers were heavily involved. Castellano’s inconsistent drug
policy is one reason John Gotti arranged his assassination in 1985 (Bona-
volonta and Duffy 1996).

Many members of the Genovese family have been convicted of drug
trafficking offenses (Peterson 1983). Alphonse D’Arco, cooperating with
the government, testified that he did not directly sell drugs while serving
as acting Lucchese family boss but that subordinates did (United States v.
Avellino). Angelo Bruno, head of the Philadelphia crime family, adopted
a similarly hypocritical approach (Fresolone and Wagman 1994). While
many Cosa Nostra individuals and crews participated in drug trafficking,
they could not dominate the market. There are just too many traffickers,
some as violent and ruthless as Cosa Nostra.

E. Thefts and Frauds
Cosa Nostra families did not and do not limit themselves to activities

stereotypically associated with organized crime. They also sponsor and
engage in garden-variety crimes.

1. Thefts. Cosa Nostra members engaged in all manner of acquisitive
crimes. For example, because of its entrenched position on the waterfront
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and in the construction industry, and through its influence over cargo
operations at Kennedy Airport, CosaNostramembers and associates car-
ried out truck hijackings and other thefts ( Jensen 1974; Kwitny 1979;
New York State Organized Crime Task Force 1990). The Lucchese
family’s control of two Teamsters locals enabled systematic thefts from
air cargo at John F. Kennedy Airport. Dispatchers provided information
about the arrival of valuable shipments, shipping times, and delivery
routes. Trucks leaving the airport could then be intercepted by a Lucchese
operative, sometimes with the driver’s cooperation ( Jacobs 1999). The
most ambitious such theft, the basis for the movieGoodfellas, was a $5 mil-
lion heist from the Lufthansa cargo hangar in 1978 ( Jacobs and Panarella
1998).

Thefts of equipment and materials were so predictable on some con-
struction projects that contractors incorporated the anticipated losses into
their bids. Sometimes contractors repurchased their stolen equipment
from the thieves. Sometimes Cosa Nostra destroyed materials and equip-
ment to generate more business for their suppliers and construction com-
panies (New York State Organized Crime Task Force 1990).

2. Frauds. Cosa Nostra members did and do perpetrate all kinds of
frauds. They have sold shares in sham corporations, counterfeited stock
certificates, and controlled small brokerage houses that raised money
from unsuspecting investors. Thefts by Joey Franzese, whose uncle was
a member of the Colombo family, from Dean Witter investment bank
provide a notorious example. Franzese, a DeanWitter employee, created
phony accounts on which he wrote checks to himself (Kwitny 1979).

In 1997, a grand jury indicted a dozen Genovese and Bonanno mem-
bers for securities fraud, bank fraud, and extortion ( Jacobs 1999). The
indictments charged a classic “pump and dump” scheme. The defendants
pressured employees of a small brokerage firm to acquire shares of
HealthTech.With cooperation fromHealthTech’s CEO, the defendants
then sold the company’s inflated shares to unsuspecting customers ( Jacobs
1999). In 2006, federal prosecutors in the Southern District of Florida
brought one of the largest internet fraud prosecutions in history; 46,000
victims lost more than $16 million. Investigators discovered the fraud in
the course of an investigation of Colombo family associates’ control over
a Pennsylvania internet company and its South Florida–based marketing
partners.

Bankruptcy fraud has long been popular with Cosa Nostra soldiers
and associates. They take over a legitimate company and loot its assets,
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leaving creditors high and dry. A variation involves creating a company
for the purpose of bankrupting it (Hanna 1974; Kwitny 1979). Tax fraud
has also been routine (United States v. Ianniello).
F. Violence
Cosa Nostra’s power derives from its reputation for ruthless violence.

Peter Reuter (1987) explains that CosaNostramembers rely on and exploit
Cosa Nostra’s violent reputation. However, “because organized crime
figures have a reputation for being able to execute threats of violence . . .
and to suppress the course of justice when complaints are brought against
them means that actual violence is rarely necessary” (Reuter 1985, p. 56).
This explains why Cosa Nostra members signal their family ties through
dress and comportment (Gambetta 2009).

By far, most Cosa Nostra murder victims have themselves been Cosa
Nostra members and associates. In his testimony against Gambino family
boss JohnGotti, SammyGravano explained that murder is employed as a
tool for maintaining family discipline ( Jacobs, Panarella, andWorthing-
ton 1994). Gravano admitted to participating in 19 murders. Gotti was
convicted ofmurdering Paul Castellano and several of Castellano’s hench-
men. Defendants in the commission case, United States v. Salerno, were
convicted of ordering the murder of Carmine Galante (Bonanno family
boss) and two of his associates. The discovery of the remains of two mur-
dered mob members below the Arista windows factory in Brooklyn
(owned by Pete Savino, the leader of the Cosa Nostra window replace-
ment scam) enabled the government to recruit Savino as a cooperating
witness (Bonavolonta and Duffy 1996).

In Cosa Nostra’s long history there are practically no examples of vi-
olence against police, prosecutors, judges, or jurors, which is not uncom-
mon in Italy. It is puzzling why the extraordinary post-1970s government
campaign against CosaNostra did not degenerate into the kind of violent
conflict between gangsters and law enforcement agents that occurs in
Mexico, Central and South America, and elsewhere. Investigators and
prosecutors say that Cosa Nostra feared all-out repression would result
from assassinating government personnel or jurors. Perhaps, but since
the mid-1970s, the FBI and the DOJ have engaged in all-out suppression
of Cosa Nostra, albeit using legal strategies, not assassinations ( Jacobs,
Panarella, and Worthington 1994). It does not seem likely that federal,
state, and local law enforcement agencieswould have engaged in a campaign
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of assassinations against Cosa Nostra even if Cosa Nostra had targeted
law enforcement, prosecutors, court personnel, and jurors.
IV. Local Government
Cosa Nostra bosses have functioned as fixers to whom businessmen, pol-
iticians, and criminals reach out to resolve disputes with labor organi-
zations, law enforcement agencies, and government regulators ( Jacobs,
Panarella, and Worthington 1994). They sometimes played a stabilizing
role in what otherwise would have been chaotic black markets (Bell 1960).
However, in order to advance their interests, organized crime bosses rou-
tinely corrupted local politicians.

In many cities, Cosa Nostra bribed police to turn a blind eye to gam-
bling and other blackmarket activities. In addition, organized crime bosses
functioned as power brokers, supporting and promoting their favored po-
litical candidates with funds and get-out-the-vote assistance. In return,
politicians gave Cosa Nostra protection from apprehension and prosecu-
tion. Cosa Nostra also benefited from corrupt contract letting and land
deals.

In the early 1950s, the Senate Special Committee to Investigate Crime
in Interstate Commerce—often called the Kefauver Committee after its
chairman, Senator Estes Kefauver—investigated the symbiotic relation-
ship between Cosa Nostra families and big city politicians. The com-
mittee focused on William O’Dwyer, Brooklyn district attorney from
January through August 1945 andNewYorkCity’s mayor from 1946 un-
til his resignation in 1950 (Block 1983). Members of the committee
suspected that, as Brooklyn district attorney, O’Dwyer protected orga-
nized crime figures from prosecution. Frank Costello, New York City’s
“boss of bosses,”who had strong ties to TammanyHall, NewYorkCity’s
dominant Democratic club, helped O’Dwyer win the mayoralty in 1945
(Block 1983). O’Dwyer’s 1950 resignation did not end Cosa Nostra’s city
hall influence. His successor, Vincent Impellitteri (1950–54), also had
close ties to Costello and to the Lucchese family (Peterson 1983). In
Kansas City, there was aworking relationship between the Pendergast po-
litical machine and Cosa Nostra. The police protected organized crimes’s
gambling enterprises (Abadinsky 1994).

Formal position as labor officials gave Cosa Nostra members and as-
sociates reason and right to participate in mainstream metropolitan pol-
itics. For four decades Harry Davidoff, president of IBT Local 295,
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whose jurisdiction included John F. Kennedy Airport, was an important
New York City power broker.When Anthony Scotto, a Gambino family
capo and third highest ranking official in the International Longshore-
men’s Association, was tried for bribery and racketeering, New York
Governor Hugh Carey testified as a character witness for him. Former
New York City mayors RobertWagner and John Lindsay submitted let-
ters to the sentencing judge on Scotto’s behalf. In the 1970s, John Cody,
president of Teamsters Local 282, was the most powerful labor official
in New York City’s construction industry. In 1982, he was convicted
of racketeering and sentenced to 5 years. Ralph Scopo, Colombo crime
family capo, served as president of a local of the Laborer’s International
Union of North America and as an official of the Concrete Workers
District Council until, after indictment in the commission case, he was
forced to resign from the District Council. He was convicted and sen-
tenced to a 100-year prison term.

Cosa Nostra’s influence with city officials proved advantageous in
steering government contracts to Cosa Nostra–connected firms. In 1967,
Lucchese family boss Antonio Corallo and Daniel Motto were indicted
with James Marcus, commissioner of New York City’s Water Depart-
ment, for bribery in connection with awarding a multimillion-dollar
water reservoir rehabilitation contract to a company controlled by the
Lucchese family (United States v. Corallo; Jacobs 1999). In 1983, Team-
sters president Roy Williams, Teamsters Central States Pension Fund
broker Allen Dorfman, and Joseph Lombardo (Chicago Outfit) were
convicted of conspiring to bribe US Senator Howard S. Cannon to help
shelve a trucking deregulation bill (PCOC 1983; United States v. Wil-
liams). The New Orleans crime family, during Carlos Marcello’s reign
from 1947 to the late 1980s, exerted enormous influence in Louisiana
politics. For decades, the Outfit controlled the First Ward in downtown
Chicago. In the 1980s and 1990s, the Patriarca family exercised strong
influence over politics and government operations in New England.
Buddy Cianci, who was mayor of Providence, Rhode Island, from 1975
to 1984, when he was sent to prison, and again from 1991 to 2002, when
he was again sent to prison, had a close relationship with the Patriarcas
(Trotter 2014). Cosa Nostra had a strong presence in New Haven from
the 1950s to the 1980s. First, the Colombo family was dominant and then
the Patriarcas. Youngstown, Ohio, was notoriously entangled with Cosa
Nostra from the 1950s to the 1990s; there was a close relationship be-
tween organized crime figures and city politicians.
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Philadelphia’s Bruno-Scarfo family thoroughly corrupted Philadel-
phia city government and politics in the 1980s (Cox 1989). United States
v. DiSalvo exposed Cosa Nostra’s influence on a Philadelphia council-
man. Testimony from Philip Leonetti, former Bruno-Scarfo underboss,
andNicholas Caramandi led to conspiracy convictions for several Bruno-
Scarfo family members, Philadelphia councilman Leland Beloff, and Be-
loff ’s legislative aide Robert Rego. At the 1992 trial, prosecutors proved
that Beloff and Rego conspired with boss Nicodemo Scarfo to move a
multimillion-dollar construction project bill through the council and
share the developer’s $100,000 kickback (United States v. DiSalvo). Cosa
Nostra was closely allied with Newark Mayor Hugh Addonizio’s admin-
istration (1962–70); after Addonizio’s 1970 conviction for racketeering,
federal prosecutors observed that the conviction demonstrated for the
first time how a municipal administration could be taken over by orga-
nized crime (Barbanel 1981).
V. The Evolution of Effective Organized Crime Control
Government success against Cosa Nostra is attributable to a change in
the FBI’s and the DOJ’s commitments and strategies, political support
at the highest governmental level, the use of extensive electronic surveil-
lance, the ability to protect cooperating witnesses, powerful new criminal
and civil law tools, and innovative administrative strategies.

A. Early Days of Organized Crime Control
J. Edgar Hoover became director of the Bureau of Investigation, the

FBI’s predecessor, in 1924 and became first director of the FBI in 1935.
He remained director until his death in 1972. During that long period,
communists and other “subversives” were his top priority. Hoover de-
nied the existence of nationwide organized crime, arguing that city po-
lice and county prosecutors were responsible for investigating local
criminal groups. The FBI decimated communist and left-wing involve-
ment in the fledgling labor movement but left organized crime’s labor
racketeering untouched. Cosa Nostra bribery and intimidation neutral-
ized local law enforcement.

Congressional attention to organized crime dates to 1950, when a Spe-
cial Senate Committee, chaired by Tennessee Senator Estes Kefauver,
exposed ties between organized crime and local government in several
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US cities (Kefauver 1951). Unfortunately, there was no follow-up. In
1956, Arkansas Senator JohnMcClellan initiated hearings for the Senate
Select Committee on Improper Activities in the Labor or Management
Field that extended for 15 years (McClellan 1962). During Robert F.
Kennedy’s tenure as that committee’s chief counsel, he engaged in acri-
monious exchanges with IBT President Jimmy Hoffa (Kennedy 1960).

In 1957, a New York State police officer in rural Apalachin, New
York, stumbled on what appeared to be a nationwide conclave of mob
bosses. After Apalachin, an embarrassed Hoover launched the “Top
Hoodlum Program,” consisting of extensive intelligence gathering
(electronic eavesdropping) on Cosa Nostra families around the country.
However, the fruits of wiretaps and bugs were not admissible in federal
court until 1968, when Congress authorized judicial supervision of elec-
tronic surveillance. When, in 1961, Robert Kennedy became attorney
general, he revitalized the DOJ’s Organized Crime and Racketeering
Section. In 1964, federal prosecutors convicted IBT President Jimmy
Hoffa of jury tampering, attempted bribery, and fraud. However, the
DOJ’s organized crime control effort withered after Kennedy’s resigna-
tion in summer 1964. His successor, Ramsay Clark, was a critic of elec-
tronic surveillance.

B. Organized Crime Control Laws
In 1968,Congress authorized federal law enforcement agencies to con-

duct electronic surveillance subject to judicial supervision. The 1970, the
RICO Act enabled law enforcement agents and prosecutors to target en-
tire crime families and theNewYork families’ commission, such as it was.
Under RICO, defendants faced the prospect of lifetime imprisonment.
The 1970 Witness Security Program enabled crime members to survive
if they chose to cooperate with the government.

1. Title III. In 1968, Congress authorized use in federal courts of ev-
idence obtained by electronic eavesdropping (Title III of the Omnibus
Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968, United States Code, vol. 18,
secs. 2510–20 [1982]; Goldsmith 1983). Title III permits electronic eaves-
dropping with a judicial warrant issued on a showing of probable cause of
past or ongoing criminality and the unavailability of viable alternative in-
vestigatory means. Eavesdropping is limited to a duration of 30 days, al-
though a judge may grant extensions. The law requires “minimization,”
that is, the eavesdropping device must be turned off if, after a brief period
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of listening, it is apparent that the intercepted conversation is not rele-
vant to the matter underlying the warrant. Amendments in 1986 autho-
rized “roving surveillance” involving different phones or sites at which
the investigative target conducts criminal business (Goldsmith 1987; Ja-
cobs, Panarella, and Worthington 1994). Subsequent amendments ex-
tended legal eavesdropping to computer and mobile phone communica-
tion. The number of state and federal electronic eavesdropping orders
increased from 564 in 1980 to 801 in 1984, 900 in 1992, and more than
1,000 every year after 1994, reaching 2,000 in 2007 and over 4,000 in
2015 (US Administrative Office of the Courts 2015). The absolute num-
ber of authorizations, however, is an imperfect indicator of surveillance
activity, because some interceptions last many months, cover multiple
phones and locations, and intercept thousands of conversations.

The listening device that the FBI placed in Gambino family boss Paul
Castellano’s kitchen produced information that led to the indictment of
Castellano and cronies. A device in East Harlem’s Palma Boys Social
Club recorded Genovese family “front boss” Anthony Salerno discuss-
ing commission business and Teamsters politics (Bonavolonta andDuffy
1996). VincentGigante, the actual Genovese boss, preferred to remain in
the background. These intercepted conversations provided critical evi-
dence for the commission case, United States v. Salerno, and for the gov-
ernment’s complaint in the civil RICO suit against theGeneral Executive
Board of the Teamsters Union and organized crime bosses (United States
v. International Brotherhood of Teamsters).

Listening devices in the Ravenite Social Club and an apartment above
the club recorded conversations that led to the successful prosecution of
Gambino boss John Gotti, the most flamboyant mob figure of modern
times. Gotti’s conviction shattered Cosa Nostra’s aura of invincibility
and gave a boost to law enforcement morale. Devices in acting Colombo
boss TommyDiBella’s home, theManiac Club, and the Casa Storta Res-
taurant provided important evidence against several dozen Colombo
members (Bonavolonta and Duffy 1996). Philadelphia’s Bruno family
boss John Stanfa (Scarfo’s successor) tried to protect himself from eaves-
droppers by holding meetings in his lawyer’s office. Unfortunately for
Stanfa (and for his attorney), the government persuaded a judge to issue
an eavesdropping warrant upon finding probable cause to believe that the
attorney was participating in organized crime activities (Goldstock and
Chananie 1988; Fresolone and Wagman 1994). By the end of the de-
cade, Cosa Nostra members could hardly converse without risking being
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overheard. As the government’s cases against Cosa Nostra members and
associates becamemore numerous and stronger, more defendants agreed
to cooperate in exchange for admission to theWitness Security Program
(Earley and Shur 2002).

2. Witness Security Program. Historically, from fear of retribution,
victims, witnesses, andmobmembers themselves typically refused to tes-
tify for the government in organized crime prosecutions. The Witness
Security Program (WITSEC), authorized by theOrganized CrimeCon-
trol Act of 1970, sought to protect witnesses who cooperate with the gov-
ernment (Earley and Shur 2002). Operated by the USMarshalls Service,
WITSEC protects cooperators before, during, and after trial. After re-
lease from prison, the protected witness was relocated with a new iden-
tity, residence, and job.

Until the 1980s, few Cosa Nostra members had testified against fellow
Cosa Nostra members. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, in exchange for
sentencing leniency and admission intoWITSEC,many agreed to testify
(Pileggi and Hill 1985). Over the years, at least 100 Cosa Nostra mem-
bers have been admitted toWITSEC. In 1980, acting Los Angeles crime
family boss Jimmy Fratianno became the most important cooperating
witness against organized crime since JosephValachi (Demaris and Sloan
2010). His testimony contributed to the conviction of Genovese boss
Funzi Tieri and later the defendants in the commission case. A few years
later, Angelo Lonardo, acting boss of the Cleveland crime family, pro-
vided extraordinary information about CosaNostra’s influence in the In-
ternational Brotherhood of Teamsters, at that time the largest private
sector labor union in North America (Porrello 2004). He also provided
important testimony in the commission case. Tomasso Buscetta, a for-
mer high-ranking member of the Sicilian mafia, testified for Italian and
American prosecutors after his two sons and son-in-law were murdered
by a rival Sicilian mafia faction. Facing labor racketeering charges,
Vincent Cafaro of the Genovese family assisted the FBI, even wearing
a wire to obtain evidence. He testified against Gambino family boss John
Gotti, Bruno-Scarfo family underboss Philip Leonetti, and others. After
being implicated in a construction industry sting operation (United States
v. DiSalvo), Nicholas Caramandi contributed to successful prosecutions
of leaders of the Bruno-Scarfo family (Abadinsky 1994).

In 1991, Alphonse D’Arco, acting boss of the Lucchese crime family,
became the highest ranking member of New York City’s five Cosa Nos-
tra crime families to become a cooperating government witness; he



44 James B. Jacobs
assisted in the prosecution of dozens of organized crime members and
associates (Capeci and Robbins 2013). By the mid-1990s, there was a
steady stream of Cosa Nostra members and associates, including Domi-
nick LoFaro (Gambino family associate), Peter Chiodo (Lucchese family
capo), Peter Savino (Genovese family associate), John Pate (Colombo
family capo), Carmine Sessa (Colombo family consigliere), Anthony Ac-
cetturo (New Jersey Lucchese family), Anthony Casso (Lucchese family
underboss), andWilliamRaymondMarshall (Gambino family associate).
The code of omerta was evaporating.

In 2001, Sammy Gravano, Gambino crime family underboss, became
one of history’s most productive cooperating witnesses. His testimony
was crucial to convicting Gambino family boss John Gotti of five mur-
ders, racketeering, obstruction of justice, tax evasion, gambling, extor-
tion, and loan-sharking. In 2004, Bonanno family boss Joseph Massino
was convicted of murders, loan-sharking, arson, gambling, money laun-
dering, and extortion; the government threatened to seek the death pen-
alty in still another murder case. In 2011, he became the first boss of a
New York City Cosa Nostra family to defect to the government. In April
2011, Massino testified against acting Bonanno boss Vincent Basciano
and revealed to federal investigators the names of hundreds of people as-
sociated with organized crime. A federal judge reduced his sentence to
10 years, in effect time served. Upon release, he entered WITSEC.

3. Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act. RICOmade it a
crime to acquire an interest in an enterprise with proceeds of a pattern of
racketeering activity (e.g., drug proceeds) or collection of an unlawful
debt; acquire an interest in an enterprise through a pattern of racketeer-
ing activity (e.g., extortion); conduct the affairs of an enterprise through a
pattern of racketeering activity (e.g., violating antitrust law or violating
the rights of unionmembers); or conspire to commit a substantive RICO
offense.3 RICO’s severe authorized punishments include a maximum
20-year prison term for each substantive violation plus an additional
20-yearmaximum for RICO conspiracy. The convicted RICOdefendant
is also subject to mandatory forfeiture of the proceeds of his RICO of-
fense and to a substantial monetary fine. In addition, the defendant
3 For a comprehensive discussion of RICO, see Lynch (1987).
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may be sentenced for each of the predicate offenses that constituted the
pattern of criminal activity.

RICO also contains two civil remedial provisions. One authorizes vic-
tims to sue their offenders for treble damages. For obvious reasons, RICO
victims have not used this provision against Cosa Nostra defendants.
However, the second civil RICO provision, which authorizes the govern-
ment to obtain restraining orders, injunctions, and other equitable reme-
dies to prevent further racketeering, has been an effective tool for purging
labor unions and industries of organized crime influence ( Jacobs 2006;
Jacobs and Cooperman 2011). Civil RICO cases are governed by civil dis-
covery rules and the civil preponderance of evidence burden of proof.

A successful government-initiated civil RICO suit usually results via a
negotiated consent decree in appointment of a monitor or trustee tasked
with reforming the union, business, or employer association. Some of
these monitors have been successful, others not. Much depends on the
commitment and competence of the monitor and the degree of support
the monitor receives from the court and theUS attorney’s office. The te-
nacity of the monitored entity’s organizational, legal, and political resis-
tance to the monitor’s role is also important.
VI. Implementation of the Modern Organized Crime
Control Program

The beginnings of effective federal government attacks on Cosa Nostra
date from the 1960s, beginningwith greatly increased efforts by theDOJ.
The FBI became seriously and extensively involved after Hoover’s de-
parture. Since then law enforcement attention to organized crime, peak-
ing in the 1980s and 1990s, has been relentless.

A. FBI Top Priority
Italian American organized crime became the FBI’s number one pri-

ority after the death of J. Edgar Hoover and the presidential election
of Richard Nixon (Nash 1972; Schlesinger 1978; Powers 1986). Initially,
the strategy focused on disrupting Cosa Nostra’s gambling operations.
But the gambling investigations and prosecutions were not notably suc-
cessful. Prosecutions faltered, but evenwhen theywere successful, sentences
were light. Juries and judges did not seemostly low-level gambling figures
as a serious threat to American society (US General Accounting Office
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1976). Former IBT President Jimmy Hoffa’s 1975 disappearance and
death touched off a major investigation of the relationship between the
Teamsters and organized crime.

The FBI promoted its attack on labor racketeering to the top of its
organized crime control agenda. The Miami Organized Crime Strike
Force’s Operation UNIRAC (for union racketeering) targeted organized
crime’s influence in the International Longshoremen’s Association. Even-
tually, the investigation expanded across the whole East Coast; more than
a hundred individuals, including labor and Cosa Nostra leaders, were
convicted of embezzlement, taking kickbacks, and other offenses. Oper-
ation BRILAB (for bribery/labor) resulted in bribery, corruption, and
racketeering convictions of New Orleans Cosa Nostra boss Carlos Mar-
cello, other organized crime members and associates, and Louisiana pol-
iticians. The Operation PENDORF (for penetration of Allen Dorfman)
investigation, focusing on Cosa Nostra’s corruption of Teamsters Cen-
tral States Pension and Welfare Fund, resulted in convictions of Team-
sters President Roy Williams and Cosa Nostra figures in Chicago, Mil-
waukee, Cleveland, Las Vegas, and Kansas City ( Jacobs, Panarella, and
Worthington 1994).

B. Donnie Brasco
The undercover infiltration of the Bonanno, and to a lesser extent the

Colombo, families in 1976–82 by FBI agent Joe Pistone (aka “Donnie
Brasco”) provided invaluable information that led to the conviction of
more than 100CosaNostra members and associates (Pistone andWood-
ley 1987; Bonavolonta and Duffy 1996). Posing as a jewel thief and bur-
glar, Pistone made contact with organized crime members and associates
at bars and restaurants. That the FBI would attempt to place an under-
cover agent inside a Cosa Nostra family reveals how committed, confi-
dent, and creative the agency had become since the days when undercover
operations were prohibited (Nash 1972; Schlesinger 1978). Pistone was
eventually befriended by a Bonanno soldier whom he cut in on a number
of apparent jewel thefts. He eventually became a full-fledged Bonanno
family associate. After his undercover operation ended, he testified in
dozens of Cosa Nostra trials, including the commission case,United States
v. Salerno. His infiltration of the Bonanno family resulted in that family’s
expulsion from the New York City commission (DeStefano 2006). His
undercover work generated a mountain of intelligence material that
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supported other indictments inMilwaukee andTampa (Bonavolonta and
Duffy 1996).

C. Department of Justice’s Initiatives
In 1967, the US DOJ established Organized Crime Strike Forces in

14 cities (Ryan 1994). Comprised of prosecutors and investigators, the
strike forces reported to the Organized Crime and Racketeering Section
at the DOJ headquarters inWashington, DC, not to the US Attorneys in
the strike forces’ jurisdictions. They played an important role in bringing
federal, state, and local agencies together in well-designed and well-
executed investigations. According to supporters, the strike force pros-
ecutors developed specialized expertise, achieved close working rela-
tionships with state and local law enforcement agencies, and stayed in
their jobs longer than other federal prosecutors ( Jacobs, Panarella, and
Worthington 1994). However, many US attorneys resented the strike
forces’ independence. When Richard Thornburgh, a former US Attor-
ney and a strike force opponent, became US Attorney General in 1988,
he disbanded the strike forces, transferring their mission and personnel
back to the US Attorneys (Jacobs, Panarella, and Worthington 1994).
In 2010, the DOJ’s Organized Crime and Racketeering Section merged
with the GangUnit and theNational Gang Targeting, Enforcement and
Coordination Center to become theOrganized Crime andGang Section
within the Criminal Division. In the last decade, the Organized Crime
and Gang Section has targeted diverse organize crime groups, not only
or primarily Cosa Nostra.

D. Federal, State, and Local Law Enforcement Cooperation
In 1970, President RichardNixon established theNational Council on

Organized Crime and tasked it with formulating a strategy to eliminate
organized crime. The council, composed of representatives of all federal
agencies whose work or responsibilities touch on organized crime, mainly
addressed the rivalries that undermine interagency cooperation; it did
not formulate an organized crime control strategy. The Executive Work-
ing Group for Federal-State-Local Prosecutorial Relations, established in
1980, was another attempt to coordinate efforts.

Informal multiagency agreements supplemented and reinforced for-
mal coordinating efforts ( Jacobs, Panarella, and Worthington 1994). For
example, the FBI and the New York City Police Department effectively
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cooperated in numerous organized crime investigations. Former FBI
organized crime supervisor Jules Bonavolonta estimates that the New
York City FBI office’s organized crime division by the mid-1980s had
350 agents, supplemented by more than 100 police officers (Bonavolonta
and Duffy 1996). This formidable task force supported round-the-clock
investigations, particularly labor-intensive electronic surveillance, of the
five Cosa Nostra crime families ( Jacobs, Panarella, and Worthington
1994).
E. Political Support from Washington
The federal focus on Cosa Nostra waned after Robert Kennedy

resigned his position as attorney general in 1964. His successor, Ramsey
Clark, President Lyndon Johnson’s attorney general, viewed electronic
eavesdropping as a threat to civil liberties. The Nixon administration re-
vitalized the attack on CosaNostra; it reached its pinnacle during Ronald
Reagan’s presidency. Due to his involvement with the Cosa Nostra–
influenced International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees, Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan was aware of Cosa Nostra’s labor racketeering. He
appointed the PCOC, which, from 1983 to 1987, issued 12 reports docu-
menting Cosa Nostra’s organization, drug trafficking, gambling, and la-
bor racketeering (PCOC 1983, 1985, 1986a, 1986b). It recommended
that the DOJ bring a civil RICO suit against the International Brother-
hood of Teamsters with the goal of court appointment of a trustee
charged to purge the union.

The US Senate’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, under
the leadership of Georgia Senator Sam Nunn, kept the spotlight on or-
ganized crime. The subcommittee held hearings onCosaNostra’s role in
illicit rackets and in the legitimate economy (US Senate Permanent Sub-
committee on Investigations 1981, 1983; Jacobs and Mullin 2003). Cosa
Nostra defectors and other witnesses testified about Cosa Nostra’s struc-
ture and operations.

1. Criminal RICO. Because of the complexity of the RICO statute
and federal prosecutors’ long experience using conspiracy and other of-
fenses, it took a decade for federal prosecutors to begin using RICO.
Eventually, significantly due to proselytizing by law professor and RICO
drafter G. Robert Blakey, the FBI began using RICO to target entire
crime families. This facilitated drafting probable cause applications for
wide-ranging electronic surveillance against each family’s leadership
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cadre. In 1981, Genovese family boss Frank Tieri became the first Cosa
Nostra boss to be convicted of a RICO offense.

Since then, practically every significant organized crime prosecution
has included a RICO count. Several cases charged members of a Cosa
Nostra family with participating in the affairs of an enterprise (the family)
through a pattern of racketeering activity (e.g., murder, extortion, ob-
struction of justice, gambling, drug trafficking). Rudolph Giuliani, then
US Attorney for the Southern District of New York, obtained grand jury
indictments against the bosses of four of the five New York City families,
alleging their participation in the affairs of an enterprise (theCosaNostra
New York City commission) through a pattern of racketeering activity,
including directing the 1979 assassination of Bonanno family boss Car-
mine Galante and two Bonanno associates, and with operating a poured
concrete contractors’ cartel.

Many RICO defendants chose to cooperate with the government in
order to avoid an almost certain life sentence. There have also been
dozens of RICO jury trials. For example, in United States v. Badalamenti,
investigation of an international heroin-trafficking operation involving
over 200 members and associates of a Sicilian Mafia faction, led to a
RICO “mega-trial” involving numerous Bonanno family members and
associates. Some pled guilty, some died, and some fled. However, 22 in-
dividuals went to trial together. Louis Freeh, later a federal judge and FBI
director, was lead prosecutor. The trial lasted 3 years. All but one defen-
dant was convicted ( Jacobs, Panarella, andWorthington 1994). To prove
the existence of an “enterprise,” a formal organization or “an association in
fact,” prosecutors introduced evidence on the history, structure, and
operations of the CosaNostra crime families and the commission ( Jacobs,
Panarella, and Worthington 1994). This provided an exquisite opportu-
nity to place a Cosa Nostra defendant in the context of a long and fright-
ening organized crime history.

In 1992, after several failed attempts, federal prosecutors convicted
Gambino family boss John J. Gotti of RICO offenses and five murders,
conspiracy to commit murder, obstruction of justice, tax evasion, illegal
gambling, extortion, and loan-sharking. After Gotti’s imprisonment, his
son, John A. Gotti Jr., served as acting Gambino boss. In 1998, federal
prosecutors obtained an indictment against Gotti Jr., alleging that, among
other crimes, he extorted over $1 million from the owners and employees
of an upscale Manhattan strip club. Gotti Jr. pled guilty to loan-sharking,
bookmaking, and extortion. He was sentenced to 77 months in prison.
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His uncle, Peter Gotti, became acting boss. He was indicted in 2001,
convicted in 2003 (and, on separate charges, in 2004), and sentenced to
25 years imprisonment.

In 1997, federal prosecutors successfully prosecuted Genovese crime
family boss and commission headVincentGigante (United States v. Gigante;
McShane 2016). Prosecutors alleged that Gigante and his subordinates
held interests in numerous businesses, including window replacement,
mixed concrete, trucking, waste hauling, painting, and operation of the
Javitz Convention Center. Rejecting Gigante’s defense of mental incom-
petence, the jury convicted him of RICO conspiracy, extortion conspir-
acy, labor payoff conspiracy, and two counts of conspiring to murder in
aid of racketeering. At sentencing, the court stated that Gigante earned
millions of dollars from his business interests plus loan-sharking, hi-
jacking, gambling, and other criminal conduct.

Liborio Bellomo served as acting Genovese boss until he was indicted
in 1997 and, while serving that sentence, was indicted again in 2001 and,
for a third time in 2006 along with 30 other Genovese members. Daniel
Leo succeeded him as boss and was sent to prison in 2008. In 2018, five
Genovese members and associates, including Vincent Gigante’s son, were
charged with racketeering, conspiracy, extortion, labor racketeering con-
spiracy, fraud, and bribery (United States v. Esposito). These bare-bones
facts illuminate the relentless pressure that the government applied to
the Cosa Nostra families in the 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s.

2. Civil RICO. Cosa Nostra’s labor and business racketeering have
been seriously disrupted by successful civil RICO suits. These lawsuits
ask for a judicial remedy to prevent present and future use of an enter-
prise (union or business) for racketeering. Many have been resolved by
negotiated consent decrees tasking approvedmonitors or trustees (usually
former federal prosecutors), paid for by the monitored entity, with re-
forming organized-crime-influenced union or business. The monitor’s
powers are specified in the decree or settlement. The trustees have ex-
pelled organized crimemembers and their associates fromunions, compa-
nies, and other organizations ( Jacobs,Worthington, and Panarella 1994).
They have conducted elections, required the hiring of auditors and other
professionals, imposed operational procedures, andmandated transparency.
The court can punish a defendant’s lack of compliance as contempt. Typ-
ically, a monitor’s service continues for years, in part due to litigation
over the monitor’s powers and the monitored entity’s compliance.
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3. Labor Racketeering Cases. US organized crime is unique with re-
spect to its influence over labor unions. Labor racketeering predates Ital-
ian American organized crime, dating back to the labor wars of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 1982, the DOJ’s Newark
Organized Crime Strike Force filed the first civil RICO lawsuit against
a labor union, Teamsters Local 560 (United States v. Local 560, Inter-
national Brotherhood of Teamsters). Local 560 had been dominated by
Anthony Provenzano, a Genovese crime family, a soldier, and his broth-
ers since the 1950s (Goldberg 1989). The litigation resulted in a court-
imposed trusteeship that empowered the trustee to run the union until
organized crimefigureswere purged and fair elections held. After 10 years,
the court determined that Local 560 was reformed and dissolved the
trusteeship ( Jacobs and Santore 2001). By that time, the IBT union was
subject to court-approved monitoring.

In 1988, the US Attorney’s Office for the Southern District of New
York filed a civil RICO suit against the IBT, its general executive board,
and a number of Cosa Nostra members, alleging that the defendants
were involved in racketeering ( Jacobs and Cooperman 2011). It charged
the defendants with conspiring to conduct the affairs of the IBT through
such offenses as conspiracy to defraud union members of their union
membership rights ( Jacobs and Cooperman 2011). The entire general
executive board resigned pursuant to the 1989 consent decree that settled
the case. The Teamsters agreed to appointment of a three-person mon-
itoring teamwhose goals were to purge corruption and racketeering from
the union and supervise a direct election (a first for any international
union) for president and general executive board members. The rationale
was that a democratically operated union would be less vulnerable to or-
ganized crime influence and corruption.

The monitoring continued for almost 30 years. One of the monitors,
the investigations officer, brought disciplinary actions that resulted in ex-
pulsion or resignation of more than 500 Teamster officials and members
from locals because of organized crime ties or toleration of organized
crime influence. In the first rank-and-file general election, an insurgent
reformer, Ron Carey, won the presidency (Crowe 1993). He sought to
purge mobsters and corrupt officials from IBT locals around the country
( Jacobs and Panarella 1998). Ironically, however, in 1997 the monitors
expelled Carey because he had diverted Teamster funds to his election
campaign. Former president Jimmy Hoffa’s son, James Hoffa Jr., was
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elected president and has held that office until the time this was written
( Jacobs and Cooperman 2011). On January 14, 2015, the Teamsters and
the Justice Department announced an agreement, to be phased in over
5 years, to terminate monitoring.

The DOJ also focused on reforming the three other international
unions that the PCOC identified as organized crime influenced. In No-
vember 1994, the DOJ warned the Laborers International Union of
North America (membership 800,000) that a civil RICO lawsuit was im-
minent because of credible evidence of Cosa Nostra influence over the
union’s leadership (Serpico v. Laborers’ International Union of North Amer-
ica). This prompted a negotiated agreement requiring removal of high-
level union officers and appointment of a disciplinary officer acceptable
to the DOJ who was responsible for administratively investigating and
prosecuting organized crime members, associates, and their allies. The
disciplinary officer has always been a former federal prosecutor. Many
officers of the Laborer’s International Union of North America have
been expelled or forced to resign, including, in 2001, three officers al-
leged to have had longtime ties to the Chicago Outfit.

In 1995, the HEREIU entered into a consent decree with the DOJ to
resolve a civil RICO suit (alleging over 25 years of CosaNostra influence)
(United States v. Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees International
Union). The consent decree specified that Kurt Muellenberg, former
chief of the DOJ’s Organized Crime and Racketeering Section, would
serve as monitor with power to investigate the international union, to
review union actions and operations, and to bar individuals from union
office. In May 1998, as a result of Muellenberg’s prodding, HEREIU
President Edward T. Hanley retired from the office he had held for
25 years (Crowe 1998).

The decades-long effort to purge the International Longshoremen’s
Union of organized crime influence appears not to have been successful.
Despite numerous convictions and trusteeships, organized crime figures
have been able to hold onto power (Stewart 2019). Assistant monitor
Robert Stewart describes the 12-year effort to purge CosaNostra’s influ-
ence from New Jersey International Longshoremen’s Association Local
1588 and thus from theNew Jersey side of the Port ofNewYork (Stewart
2019). According to Stewart, the Genovese and Gambino families ex-
ploited a “culture of corruption” to outmaneuver the court-appointed
monitors and wear down the US Attorney. The New York–New Jersey
Waterfront Commission, established in 1958 to combat racketeering in
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the port, was stymied by incompetence, endless litigation, and the oppo-
sition of some New Jersey politicians (Goldstock 2018).

US attorneys filed numerous civil RICO lawsuits against union locals
( Jacobs 1999, chap. 15.) For example, the SouthernDistrict ofNewYork
office brought a civil RICO suit against Laborers Local 6A, long con-
trolled by the Colombo family, for enforcing a cartel of poured concrete
contractors (United States v. Local 6A, Cement and Concrete Workers). The
consent judgment required removal of 16 of the union’s 25 officers and
appointment of a trustee to oversee union operations (Goldberg 1989).

In 1985, the Bonanno family’s 25-year domination of Teamsters Local
14 served as the basis for a labor racketeering and conspiracy prosecution
of the Bonanno family boss and other leaders, as well as Local 14 officials
(United States v. Rastelli ). Shortly thereafter, the government initiated a
civil RICO action against numerous Bonanno family members, the Bo-
nanno family itself, and IBTLocal 14 (United States v. Bonanno Organized
Crime Family). The consent judgment established an interim executive
board to oversee the local’s operations (Goldberg 1989).

Criminal investigations of Philadelphia’s Bruno-Scarfo family provided
grist for a civil RICO suit against the local roofers union (United States v.
Local 30, United Slate, Tile and Composition Roofers). For more than two
decades, the Bruno-Scarfo family had used its control of the roofers local
to extort roofing contractors, embezzle pension and welfare funds, and
bribe public officials (Goldberg 1989). Satisfying neither the government
(seeking a trusteeship) nor the defendants (pressing for dismissal of the
complaint), the judge imposed a “decreeship” that removed convicted de-
fendants from the union but otherwise left the local’s operations un-
touched (Goldberg 1989).

4. State and Local Strategies. In 1992, the Manhattan District Attor-
ney’s Office brought a major criminal prosecution against Thomas and
Joseph Gambino and several other Cosa Nostra defendants, alleging ex-
tortion and racketeering in theNewYorkCity garment district. The case
ended midtrial with the defendants pleading guilty to a criminal antitrust
count, agreeing to sell all their garment center–related trucking interests,
and paying a $12 million fine ( Jacobs 1999). The Gambinos are no lon-
ger a presence in the garment center; however, the garment center is only
a shadow of its former self because the manufacturing of clothing has
largely moved to China and other foreign countries.

A 1994 civil RICOsettlement against 112defendants (including64Gam-
bino and Lucchese members and associates and several waste hauling
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companies) resulted in appointment of a monitor of Cosa Nostra’s Long
Island waste hauling cartel (United States v. Private Sanitation Industry As-
sociation of Nassau/Suffolk). Michael Cherkasky, a former prosecutor who
previously led the Manhattan district attorney’s successful prosecution
of the Gambino brothers, oversaw compliance ( Jacobs 1999). National
waste hauling companies entered the Long Island market ( Jacobs 1999).

F. State and Local Law Enforcement and Regulatory Initiatives
State and local law enforcement also contributed to the decimation of

Cosa Nostra. The New York State Organized Crime Task Force, led by
Ronald Goldstock, was particularly creative in the 1980s (Goldstock
1989). In 1983, the task force placed a listening device in Lucchese family
boss Anthony Corallo’s car. Over the course of 6 months, it intercepted
incriminating conversations that led to the successful prosecution of Co-
rallo, underboss Salvatore Santoro, and several others (Bonavolonta and
Duffy 1996). It also provided evidence for the civil RICO suit that put an
end to Cosa Nostra’s Long Island waste hauling cartel (Abadinsky 1994).
Goldstock encouraged use of civil remedies to purge Cosa Nostra from
mob-influenced industries (Goldstock, n.d.; Jacobs 1999). He and his
chief assistant, Martin Marcus, drafted and successfully promoted a “little-
RICO law” inNewYork State ( Jacobs 1999).Many other states followed
suit. Besides purging the Gambino family from garment center trucking,
its power base, Manhattan District Attorney Robert Morgenthau brought
important cases against Cosa Nostra–controlled cartels of painting and
window replacement ( Jacobs 1999).

As New York City mayor (1994–2001), Rudy Giuliani continued the
campaign against organized crime that he had aggressively waged as
US Attorney. He launched an administrative strategy to continue purg-
ing organized crime from the city’s economy. He required wholesalers at
the Fulton Fish Market, which had been dominated by organized crime
since the 1930s, to apply for city licenses; companies with organized crime
ties were denied licenses ( Jacobs and Hortis 1998). The Cosa Nostra–
dominated organization that ran and profited from the annual Feast of
San Gennaro street fair in Little Italy was replaced by an untainted orga-
nization and the Roman Catholic Archdiocese ( Jacobs 1999). New York
City’s School Construction Authority used much the same strategy to
deny contracts to construction contractors with organized crime ties.

In June 1996, the New York City Council, at Giuliani’s urging, created
the Trade Waste Commission (TWC) to use a licensing strategy to
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eliminate Cosa Nostra’s domination of waste hauling ( Jacobs and Hortis
1998). The TWC hired executive officers, attorneys, monitors, and po-
lice detectives with experience in organized crime investigations and
prosecutions ( Jacobs and Hortis 1998). It denied waste hauling licenses
to companies operated by individuals in any way connected with the
organized-crime-dominated waste hauling cartel ( Jacobs and Hortis
1998). The TWC also set maximum rates and regulated the duration of
waste hauling contracts. National waste-hauling companies began operat-
ing in New York City for the first time (Raab 1998a).

In 2001, the city merged the TWC and the Gambling Commission
into an Organized Crime Control Commission and, a year later, into a
general-jurisdiction Business Integrity Commission, with a mandate “to
eliminate organized crime and other forms of corruption from the public
wholesale markets, the trade waste and shipboard gambling industries.”
The Business Integrity Commission’s goals are “to ensure that the regu-
lated businesses are able to compete fairly; that the marketplaces remain
free from violence, fraud, rackets and threats; that customers receive fair
treatment; and that regulated businesses . . . conduct their affairs with
honesty and integrity.”4
VII. Cosa Nostra’s Current and Future Prospects
The world in which Cosa Nostra became powerful is largely gone. No
longer can they easily infiltrate labor unions or dominate cartels in local
industries, and unions are themselves much less powerful. The political
machines that gave Cosa Nostra entrée into the corridors of power and
access to corruptible mayors, police, prosecutors, and judges are, if not
entirely gone, vastly weaker. Many of the illicit markets Cosa Nostra long
influenced or dominated—gambling, prostitution, pornography, drugs—
have changed in ways that make their exploitation much more difficult.
Law enforcement has gained and knows how to use enforcement tools
that did not exist in early times. Cosa Nostra is down, though not out.
Regaining more than a shadow of its former power will not be easy.

A. Legalization of Gambling
For decades, the Cosa Nostra crime families benefited from legal pro-

hibition of most forms of gambling, much as they had in the early twentieth
4 See https://www1.nyc.gov/site/bic/index.page.
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century from national alcohol prohibition. They ran urban numbers
games, sports betting, and local casinos and controlled the wire services
that carried the results of horse racing and dominated local bookies. Cosa
Nostra’s legitimate and illegitimate gambling interests in Havana and
Las Vegas generated vast revenue.

This gambling near-monopoly imploded. Lotteries are run by 47 ju-
risdictions: 44 states plus the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and
the US Virgin Islands. The Supreme Court’s decision in California v.
Cabazon Band of Mission Indians, 480 U.S. 202 (1987), overturned prohi-
bition of gambling on Native American territories. Congress responded
by passing the 1988 IndianGamingRegulatory Act; it expanded the kinds
of games that tribal casinos can offer and provided a framework for reg-
ulating the industry. The act established the National Indian Gaming
Commission and divided Indian gaming into three classes. Class I en-
compasses charitable and social gaming with nominal prizes; Class II in-
cludes bingo and other punch-board/pull-tab style games; and Class III
includes high-stakes bingo, casinos, slot machines, and other commercial
gaming.

In 1996, therewere184 tribes operating 281 gaming facilities in 24 states.
After expenses, this amounted to $1.9 billion in net income, $1.6 billion of
which went straight to the tribes. By 2007, the tribal gaming industry had
become a $25 billion industry; there were 350 tribal casinos in 28 states.

In May 2018, the Supreme Court struck down a federal law that pre-
vented states other thanNevada from authorizing sports betting (Murphy
v. National Collegiate Athletic Association). That ruling means that individ-
uals will be able to legally bet online on amateur and professional sports.
Cosa Nostra members will probably not be wiped out since their bettors
can more easily avoid taxes on winnings, but the legalization will take a
large bite out of their sports gambling operations. Video poker machines
are legal in Native American casinos. Online video poker betting is legal
when played at licensed foreign casinos. Many foreign casinos welcome
US players and offer secure, high-quality online video poker. Cosa Nos-
tra members have an ownership interest in some legal gambling opera-
tions, but competition is fierce.

Despite the radically changed gambling business, CosaNostra families
still profit from gambling operations (Trends in Organized Crime 1997).
State v. Taccetta exposed Cosa Nostra’s placement of Joker Poker video
slot machines in New Jersey bars, restaurants, and other businesses. The
Lucchese and Bruno-Scarfo crime families shared the revenue with the
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business owners and extorted the manufacturer. The 2002 indictment in
United States v Calabrese alleged that several Chicago Outfit crews dom-
inated video device gambling and sports gambling in Chicago suburbs
and threatened and used violence to collect gambling debts.

B. Competitive Drug Markets
Cosa Nostra never had a monopoly or near-monopoly on drug impor-

tation and distribution, but in some places and times individual mobsters
and their crewsweremajor importers andwholesalers.Today, competitors
can block opportunities that Cosa Nostra members covet and cooperate
with government in investigation and prosecution of Cosa Nostra mem-
bers (Reuter 1995). In states where marijuana is legal, Cosa Nostra’s op-
portunity to profit from trafficking in the drug is much diminished.

C. Decline of Private Sector Unions
MuchofCosaNostra’s power derived from its influence in labor unions,

but private sector labor unions have been on the decline for decades. In the
mid-1950s, about 35 percent ofUSworkers belonged to a union. In recent
years, only 6.5 percent of private sector workers have been union mem-
bers. The DOJ has used criminal and civil remedies to eliminate Cosa
Nostra’s presence and curb its influence in the big four unions in which
it was ensconced for decades. Thus, labor racketeering opportunities are
diminished. Jointly managed union pension and welfare funds are much
better insulated from organized crime influence.

D. Italian Assimilation
Fifty years ago most big US cities had well-recognized working class

Italian neighborhoods, often called Little Italy, where Cosa Nostra mem-
bersmaintained physical presence and exerted influence. They hired teen-
age boys, some of them Italian immigrants, for odd jobs and recruited the
most promising into their operations. These neighborhoods have dramat-
ically shrunken as Italian Americans have steadily assimilated into main-
stream society, thereby radically diminishing the pool of tough teenagers
with Cosa Nostra potential.

E. Criminal Prosecutions
There is no exact figure on the number of federal, state, and local crim-

inal organized crime prosecutions over the past 40 years, but the number
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certainly exceeds 1,000. According to David Williams, director of the US
Government Accounting Office’s Office of Special Investigations, be-
tween 1983 and 1986 there were 2,500 indictments of Cosa Nostra mem-
bers and associates (this does not mean 2,500 separate individuals). In
1988, FBI directorWilliam Sessions reported to the Senate Subcommit-
tee on Investigations that federal prosecutors had since 1981 convicted
19 bosses, 13 underbosses, and 43 capos ( Jacobs, Panarella, and Wor-
thington 1994; US Senate Permanent Subcommittee 1988). Federal
prosecutions, plus some state and local prosecutions, systematically dec-
imated whole organized crime families. The incomplete list in table 1
of Cosa Nostra bosses and acting bosses convicted since 1980 illumi-
nates the results.

The FBI’s and the DOJ’s priorities radically changed after the Sep-
tember 11, 2001, al-Qaeda attacks on theWorld Trade Center and Pen-
tagon. The FBI shifted 2,000 agents from criminal investigations to
counterterrorism, counterintelligence, and cybersecurity.

The successful law enforcement attack on Cosa Nostra in the 1980s
and 1990s meant that there was less need, going forward, to devote so
many resources to organized crime (Raab 1998b). The DOJ’s organized
crime control priority changed from Cosa Nostra to international orga-
nized crime groups. In April 2008, Attorney General Michael Mukasey
announced a Law Enforcement Strategy to Combat International Orga-
nizedCrime (IOC) “in order to address the growing threat toUS security
and stability posed by international organized crime groups.” The strat-
egy aims “to identify priority IOC groups and individuals for concerted,
high-impact law enforcement action by domestic and international agen-
cies to significantly disrupt and dismantle those targets” (USDepartment
of Justice 2008). In November 2008, the DOJ’s Organized Crime and
Racketeering Section distributed the first Top International Criminal
OrganizationTargets List to federal investigators and prosecutors. It also
organized a special task force to break up MS-13, a Central American
gang with a presence on both the West and East Coasts. United States v.
Dany Freedy Ramos Mejia et al. (2007) involved charges against 50 MS-13
members, and United States v. Manuel de Jesus Ayala et al. (2008) charges
against 26 MS-13 members.

Despite the reduction in resources aimed at Cosa Nostra, investigations
and prosecutions continued into the twenty-first century. In 2004, the FBI
arrested 27 Bonanno family members who were charged with racketeer-
ing, murders, attempted murders, and conspiracy to murder. That same



TABLE 1
Cosa Nostra Bosses and Acting Bosses Convicted since 1980
Boss/Acting Boss
 Family
 Location
Alphonse D’Arco
 Lucchese
 New York, NY

Anthony Corallo
 Lucchese
 New York, NY

Vittorio Amuso
 Lucchese
 New York, NY

Funzi Tieri
 Genovese
 New York, NY

Liborio Bellomo
 Genovese
 New York, NY

Dominick Cirillo
 Genovese
 New York, NY

Anthony Salerno
 Genovese
 New York, NY

Vincent Gigante
 Genovese
 New York, NY

Daniel Leo
 Genovese
 New York, NY

Carmine Persico
 Colombo
 New York, NY

Vittorio Orena
 Colombo
 New York, NY

Joseph Massino
 Bonanno
 New York, NY

Vincent Basciano
 Bonanno
 New York, NY

Philip Rastelli
 Bonanno
 New York, NY

John Gotti
 Gambino
 New York, NY

John Gotti Jr.
 Gambino
 New York, NY

Peter Gotti
 Gambino
 New York, NY

John Riggi
 DeCavalcante
 New Jersey

Raymond Patriarca
 Patriarca
 New England

Frank Balistrieri
 Patriarca
 New England

Gennaro Angiulo
 Patriarca
 New England

Nicodemo Scarfo
 —
 Philadelphia

John Stanfa
 —
 Philadelphia

Joseph Ligambi
 —
 Philadelphia

Russell Bufalino
 —
 Northeastern PA

William D’Elia
 —
 Northeastern PA

Carlos Marcello
 —
 New Orleans, LA

Eugene Smaldone
 —
 Denver, CO

Tony Accardo
 —
 Chicago, IL

Joseph Aiuppa
 —
 Chicago, IL

Michael Sarno
 —
 Chicago, IL

Salvatore DeLaurentis
 —
 Chicago, IL

Albert Vena
 —
 Chicago, IL

Nick Civella
 —
 Kansas City, KS

Carl Civella
 —
 Kansas City, KS

Dominic Brooklier
 —
 Los Angeles, CA

James Licavoli
 —
 Cleveland, OH

Michael Trupiano
 —
 St. Louis, MO

Sam Russotti
 —
 Buffalo, NY
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year, 22 Genovese members and associates were charged with racketeer-
ing, extortion, fraud, and tax evasion related to bid rigging and price fixing
in the New York City drywall industry.

In January 2011, a joint task force involving 800 federal, state, and lo-
cal law enforcement officers arrested more than 120 defendants, includ-
ing dozens of Cosa Nostra members. The defendants were charged by
grand juries in New York, New Jersey, and Rhode Island with numerous
violent and illegal acts—from murder and narcotics trafficking to extor-
tion, illegal gambling, arson, loan-sharking, and labor racketeering. US
Attorney General Eric Holder said:

Today’s arrests mark an important, and encouraging, step forward in
disrupting La Cosa Nostra’s operations. But our battle against orga-
nized crime enterprises is far from over. This is an ongoing effort and it
must, and will, remain a top priority. Members and associates of La
Cosa Nostra are among the most dangerous criminals in our country.
The very oath of allegiance sworn by these mafia members during
their initiation ceremony binds them to a life of crime.
As we’ve seen for decades, criminal mafia operations can harm the

American economy by means of a wide array of fraud schemes but also
through illegal imposition of mob “taxes” at ports, on construction
industries, and on small businesses. In some cases, Cosa Nostra
members and associates seek to corrupt legitimate businesses and those
who have sworn to uphold the public trust. And their methods often
are lethal. Time and again, they have shown a willingness to kill—to
make money, to eliminate rivals, and to silence witnesses.
Past and present successful arrests and prosecutions in many cities

and involving multiple mafia families send a clear message that the
Justice Department is targeting federal resources and working with
state and local law enforcement partners like never before. They are
committed, and determined, to eradicate these criminal enterprises
once and for all. (Financial Times 2011)
F. Cosa Nostra Dysfunction
The decades-long federal campaign against CosaNostra coincidedwith

and no doubt reinforced Cosa Nostra’s internal deterioration, most
strongly evidenced by the number of its members who served as coop-
eratingwitnesses in exchange for leniency and protection. The breakdown
of omerta in the 1980s and 1990s is attributable to more powerful and
effective law enforcement and the possibility that defecting members will
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survive in theWitness Security Program.The current generation ofmem-
bers and associates may have less loyalty to the Cosa Nostra (Demaris
1980; Goldstock 1989).

Several families experienced violent conflict over leadership succession.
The Persico andOrena factions’ battle for control of the Colombo fam-
ily (described inUnited States v. Orena) and bloody internecine conflicts in
the Bonanno family following Carmine Galante’s assassination are exam-
ples. Following Nicodemo Scarfo’s incarceration, Philadelphia’s Bruno-
Scarfo family was wracked by intrafamily warfare (United States v. Stanfa).

G. Purging Cosa Nostra from the Legitimate Economy
The federal government, using criminal and civil forfeiture laws, has

taken possession of forfeited Cosa Nostra businesses, including restau-
rants and a concrete manufacturing plant. The New York City poured
concrete contractors and waste hauling company cartels no longer exist.
The Fulton FishMarket has beenmoved to the Bronx and purged ofmob
influence. Cosa Nostra’s presence at the Javits Exhibition Center has
been eliminated. Organized crime has been purged from some union
locals. Even those locals that have stubbornly resisted reform are far less
easily dominated than they were decades ago.

H. A Caution
Cosa Nostra’s involvement in the legitimate economy, black markets,

and crimes like theft, extortion, and fraud significantly diminished in the
first two decades of the twenty-first century, and economic and legal
changes have reduced traditional targets and illicit opportunities. Cosa
Nostra’s resilience for more than a century nonetheless cautions against
declaring its extinction inevitable.
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Italian Organized Crime
since 1950
A B S T R A CT

Italian mafias—Cosa Nostra, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta—are long-lived, re-
silient organizations that have evolved to adapt to environmental changes.
They have different organizational models.While CosaNostra (in the past) and
‘Ndrangheta are characterized by a unitary, vertical structure and higher-level
coordination bodies, Camorra has a plurality of organizational models; the
majority of clansmaintain a structure that isfluid, polycentric, and conflictual. In
general, mafias with a vertical organizational order have greater control over
conflict, and greater capacity to resist state power. The ‘Ndrangheta has become
the richest and most powerful of the three, replacing Cosa Nostra in interna-
tional drug trafficking. It is able to reproduce its organizational structures and
business model in new territories in Italy and elsewhere. In contrast, owing
to unprecedented law enforcement efforts in recent decades, Cosa Nostra is
weaker, down but not out. Camorra continues to be the most violent mafia,
committingmore homicides than the other two combined.Consistent with their
adaptive capacity, mafias in new areas of expansion are treated as novel agents
that can provide extralegal services and business opportunities. They are sought
out by entrepreneurs, white-collar professionals, and local politicians to solve
problems such as debt collection, labor unrest, and disputes with suppliers.

The Italian mafias—the Cosa Nostra, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta—are a
distinctive form of organized crime. Their existence in Italy is detrimental
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to economic growth and could reduce gross domestic product per capita
(Pinotti 2015). For a long time, mafias (Cosa Nostra, in particular) were
not considered to be either cohesive units or corporate groups. Themafia,
claimed the ethnologist Pitrè (1889), is neither a sect nor an association
andhasneitherregulationsnorstatutes.Scholarsdeemedmafiastobeacul-
tural phenomenon (Hess 1973), a collective attitude (Hobsbawm 1959), a
method (Albini 1971), a formamentis, or a formof powerwithno corporate
dimension. “The mafioso exists, but not the mafia,” stated the magistrate
Lestingi (1880, p. 292). Indeed, it was long regarded as a “mafioso spirit,”
a social practice, a behavior and a power, and not as a formal, secret orga-
nization (Blok 1974; Ianni 1972; Schneider and Schneider 1976).

Thismisperception lasted until the 1980s, when the focus shifted to en-
trepreneurial features of mafia actors (Arlacchi 1988) and to fundamental
functions they performed as illegal economic enterprises engaged in pro-
duction, promotion, and sale of private protection (Gambetta 1993). Ma-
fias are formal organizations, although of a very different kind from a
multinational company or from the rational and bureaucratic organizations
that Max Weber described in 1922. Judicial investigations have helped
reveal the complex and unitary organizational model of the Italian ma-
fias. These include the 1986–92 Cosa Nostra maxi-trial in Palermo; the
2009–10 ‘Ndrangheta Crimine-Infinito investigation in Reggio Calabria
and Milan; and the Spartacus trial in Santa Maria di Capua Vetere, Ca-
serta, in 1998–2010 involving theCasalesi, an important cartel ofCamorra
clans.1

All three primary Italian mafias feature some form of origination myth,
a kind of historical narrative that describes the unique exploits of a group
and its leader, usually in epic terms. The ‘Ndrangheta has the legend
of Osso (bone), Mastrosso (masterbone), and Carcagnosso (heelbone), three
legendary Spanish knights who created the three Italian mafias (Ciconte,
Macrì, and Forgione 2010; Dickie 2012). The legend of the Beati Paoli
sect relates to the Cosa Nostra and involves only Palermo. First described
in 1909 (Natoli 1971), the story relates the adventures of an order of
knights that fought to help the commoners and the poor. When the feu-
dal system was introduced in Sicily, nobles began to exploit their advan-
tages and, according to legend, in 1071 the Beati Paoli were founded to
oppose the powers of the nobility and the church.
1 Police commissioner Ermanno Sangiorgi provided evidence in 1898–1900 about the
structures and activities of the Sicilian mafia (Lupo 2011b).
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It is not important whether these stories are true.What is important is
that the Italian mafias, like other similar organizations (e.g., the Yakuza,
Triads), feel the need for a mythological origin, an aura of justice that
surrounds their work—a false one, of course. In addition to their origin
myths, the mafias are characterized by complex rituals that accompany
the various events that make up organizational life, including initiation,
integration, and promotion.

The three mafias have different organizational models. While the Cosa
Nostra and the ‘Ndrangheta are characterized by a unitary structure and
higher-level coordination bodies, the Camorra clans are diverse, with the
majority maintaining a fluid, polycentric, and conflictual structure. The
Cosa Nostra and the Camorra have particularly strong roots in their
places of origin, mostly carrying out trading activities when they move
into new areas, while the ‘Ndrangheta, in addition to its territorial roots,
coordinates a multitude of organizational units in Italy, Europe, and else-
where. Over time, relationships have existed among the threemafias, who
have cooperated in some forms of trafficking, and there have been a lim-
ited number of cases of shared membership. No violent conflict has ever
broken out among them.

The Italian mafias are long-lived and resilient, evolving organizations
that can adapt to environmental changes. Changes may derive from inter-
nal dynamics, such as the organizational characteristics of each individual
mafia, and from external factors related to changes in legal and illegal eco-
nomic environments. These factors include opposition from or connivance
with the political system, the role of law enforcement agencies (LEAs),
and changing social contexts.

In this essay, I trace the organizational histories of the three main Ital-
ian mafias from 1950 to today. I discuss factors influencing their evolu-
tion over time, including successes and failures of the political system
and LEAs in controlling and containing them. Mafia organizations are
difficult to penetrate; they cannot be studied as easily as legitimate or-
ganizations can be. I draw on diverse qualitative and quantitative data.
Many primary sources have been used in addition to historical accounts.
These include documents from the Italian Parliamentary Anti-Mafia
Commission; major judicial investigations into mafia organizations and
mobster trials; accounts of cooperating witnesses, which constitute a fun-
damental source of evidence, in particular in order to obtain a detailed
and accurate view from the inside of mafia organizational life; DIA (the
anti-mafia direction investigation; see Sec. VI) biannual reports on the
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criminal activities and evolution of Italian mafia organizations; DNA
(the anti-mafia national direction; see Sec. VI) annual reports; police and
Italian Institute of Statistics data on homicides by mafia organizations;
and data on high-profile assassinations. Integrating different sources, I
have compiled an original data set on high-profile assassinations since
the second half of the nineteenth century (Catino 2019).

This essay has seven sections. The first describes the different organiza-
tional orders that characterize the Italian mafias. Section II analyzes their
main activities and extralegal services and how they have evolved over time.
Section III examines the use of violence over time, particularly homicide.
Section IV describes the different strategies employed by the three ma-
fias in their expansion into new territories, and section V discusses other
criminal organizations operating in Italy. Section VI discusses the evolu-
tion of anti-mafia policies and actions, and Section VII concludes with an
analysis of the main changes in the strategies and structures of the mafia
organizations.

Italian mafias belong to a single criminal category, although they dif-
fer in their behavior and have different organizational models. There are
some reasons for optimism about future anti-mafia developments, and
reasons to be worried (especially about the ‘Ndrangheta). The main rea-
sons for optimism:

• The effectiveness of state response and the growth of anti-mafia efforts,
especially after 1992. More than 450 sentences to life imprisonment
were imposed for mafia murders in the Palermo district between 1992
and 2006 (compared to only about 10 in the preceding 100 years).More
than 200 municipal and provincial councils have been dissolved in re-
cent decades because ofmafia infiltration.New laws againstmafia busi-
ness have been enacted. All three mafias have been financially hit by
continuous law enforcement activities.

• The general decline in the number of homicides, and the end of high-
profilemurders (e.g.,magistrates, journalists, priests, politicians). Strong
anti-mafia efforts by the state after the 1992 killings by Cosa Nostra of
magistrates Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino made this practice
extremely costly.2 No high-profile people have been killed in the past
10 years.
2 JudgesGiovanni Falcone andPaolo Borsellino were two central figures in thefight against
the mafia, Cosa Nostra in particular. They were killed in bomb attacks in 1992 in Palermo.
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• The arrest of all the most important leaders of the Cosa Nostra “com-
mission,” and of many high-ranking members. Cosa Nostra is experi-
encing a leadership crisis without precedent in its 160-year history.

• The growing number of cooperating witnesses. Their role is funda-
mental to efforts to discover and contain mafia businesses and weaken
the organizations’ strength.

• Reactions against mafia in a large part of southern Italy, and the birth
of many anti-mafia movements and associations.

Despite those significant successes, it would be a serious mistake to con-
sider the battle over. Italian mafias are not yet a residual problem. Quite
the contrary. Their resilience and adaptive capacities should not be un-
derestimated. There are numerous reasons to worry:

• Cosa Nostra is down, but not out.
• The growth of the ‘Ndrangheta: the ‘Ndrangheta has replaced the

Sicilian mafia as a main broker in international drug trafficking and
has developed a privileged relationship with large South American
and Mexican cocaine suppliers.

• ‘Ndrangheta (and to a lesser extent other mafias’) expansion in north-
ern Italy, Europe, and elsewhere, and its growing role in some legit-
imate industries (e.g., construction, transportation).

• The demand for protection and extralegal services by entrepreneurs,
professionals, and politicians. Civil justice in Italy is inefficient and
extremely slow—matters on average take three times longer than in
Germany, France, and the United Kingdom. Entrepreneurs increas-
ingly turn to the mafia to solve important problems such as credit re-
covery, labor conflicts, and disputes with suppliers. Local politicians,
professionals, and entrepreneurs increasingly seek out relationships
with the mafia as an agency that can provide extralegal services and
business opportunities.

• The persistent use of violence and murder by some Camorra clans.
I. The Organizational Orders
Two organizational levels can be distinguished in the mafias. The first is
the basic organizational unit, which has different names in Italian mafias,
such as the family, the clan, and the ’drina, and is hierarchically based,
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with a boss in command and up to three or four subordinate levels.
The second is the higher-level coordination bodies (HLCBs), organiza-
tional units above the families with functions of strategy, coordination,
and conflict resolution. HLCBs are not hierarchically controlled, even
though the Corleonesi clan dominated the HLCBs of the Cosa Nostra
for about 20 years. The presence or absence of HLCBs makes it possible
to distinguish two organizational schema: “clan-based federations” (with
HLCBs) and “clan-based” (without HLCBs). The former have HLCBs,
centralized coordination, and more systemic decision-making. The lat-
ter lacks HLCBs, favoring distributed power and clan-based decision-
making. HLCBs coordinate but do not rule the families.

These organizational orders are not immutable over time but alter due
to internal developments such as attempts by one ormore clans tomake a
power play, and external factors such as pressures from law enforcement
agencies (LEAs). Table 1 summarizes the main features of contemporary
mafia organizations.

Description of mafias’ organizational models is difficult and complex,
owing to the characteristics of these secret organizations, their internal
variety, and the reliability of available information. In what follows, I
provide models that encompass the majority of the organizations ana-
lyzed. They do not exhaust the full variety of mafia organizational forms.

A. The Cosa Nostra
The Sicilian mafia, the Cosa Nostra (“Our Thing”), emerged in the

mid-nineteenth century and has 2,000–3,000 members organized into
100–150 families active in Sicily (DIA 2017). Its basic unit is the “family,”
TABLE 1
Current Main Features of Mafia Groups
Cosa Nostra
 ‘Ndrangheta
 Camorra
Approximate number of members
 3,000
 6,000
 6,000

Approximate number of

organizational units

100–150
 150–70
 100–130
Type of organizational units
 Semi clan-based
federation
Clan-based
federation
Mostly clan-
based
Higher-level coordination bodies
 Present (weak)
 Present
 Absent

Decision-making processes
 Partly systemic
 Systemic
 Clan-based

Strategy
 Coordinated
 Coordinated
 Emergent
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a criminal group controlling a specific territory. The term “family” de-
notes the fundamental importance of concepts of loyalty and honor.
Recruitment is extremely limited and is not based on blood ties, although
being the relative of a mafioso can be a positive element in terms of
recruitment. Membership is not restricted to blood ties, but selection is
very strict.3

The families are characterized by a hierarchy in which subdivision of
power is well defined: from the picciotto (soldier) at the bottom to the
family heads (fig. 1). The soldiers, also known as “men of honor,” carry
out operational orders. The capodecina (“head of ten”) manages and
oversees a crew of soldiers, ranging from 5 to 30 depending on the size
of the family. The boss is elected by the soldiers and makes the decisions.
The boss nominates an underboss who makes decisions in his absence.
Advisors or counselors provide advice to the boss and serve as liaison
with the soldiers. In the current period of Cosa Nostra crisis, the families
have a simpler structure and fewer members.4

The Cosa Nostra tends to achieve complete control over the territory
under its influence. All illegal activities must be agreed upon with the
FIG. 1.—The organizational structure of a Cosa Nostra family (Catino 2019).
3 Members must come from a family with a respectable and untarnished reputation, and
not have relatives who are members of the police forces or the judicial system. Illegitimate
children, homosexuality, left-wing tendencies, and divorce are not tolerated.

4 In Sicily alone, 557 fugitives were captured between 1992 and 2006 (La Spina 2014,
p. 604).
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boss, including matters of relationships between families.5 The Sicilian
mafia probably began to refer to itself as Cosa Nostra after the Second
World War; the term was used in the United States to indicate that the
organization was not open to membership from other ethnic groups
(Lupo 2011a, 2015). Under the influence of the American Cosa Nostra,
after a meeting held in Palermo in 1957 with Joe Bonanno, head of one of
the five New York families, the Sicilian Cosa Nostra entered an agree-
ment to become involved in heroin traffic. The Sicilians would supply
the American distributors. At the same time, the Sicilian Cosa Nostra
began to develop the structure of the organization, deploying HLCBs
(Bonanno 1983; Arlacchi 1994; Lupo 2011a). It is likely that the oppor-
tunities provided by international drug trafficking favored the creation of
HLCBs, in order to coordinate complex activities on an international
scale and contain and regulate conflicts resulting from these new business
opportunities.

The heads of families from a province nominate a boss for that prov-
ince, called the “provincial representative.” In the province of Palermo,
and sporadically in other ones (e.g., Agrigento), three or more families
with adjoining territories form a mandamento (district). When opera-
tions occur in the territories of more than one family, the head of the
mandamento coordinates the families and resolves disputes. In the prov-
ince of Palermo, a commission consisting of the province’s district
bosses elects a provincial representative for the entire province.6 The
provincial representative acts as a secretary or coordinator and has no
power to command the district bosses.

According to the cooperating witness Tommaso Buscetta, the Cosa
Nostra’s Palermo provincial commission was dissolved as a result of in-
creased law enforcement pressures following the first mafia war (1962–
63), and was reestablished a few years later (Procura della Repubblica di
Palermo 1989).7 In 1974–75, the commission or regionalCupolawas estab-
lished at the regional level; it includes representatives of the six provinces
5 The reconstruction of the organizational structure, regulations, and mechanisms derives
from both the confessions and memories of mafiosi such as Leonardo Vitale (1973), Tom-
maso Buscetta (1984), Salvatore Contorno (1984–85), and Antonino Calderone (1987–88),
and investigative work carried out by the anti-mafia team in Palermo.

6 The provincial commission included 18 district bosses representing 54 families.
7 There have been two wars within Cosa Nostra, both extremely violent conflicts be-

tween different family cartels. The first (1962–63) emerged from a drug trafficking dis-
pute. The second (1981–82) was due mainly to the ascent of the Corleonesi to leadership.
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in which the Cosa Nostra operates (fig. 2). This coordination body was
responsible for defining and monitoring compliance with the rules of the
organization, resolving disputes between families from different prov-
inces and authorizing the possible killing of men of honor and, above all,
high-profile figures who posed a danger.

By developing HLCBs at local, provincial, and regional levels, the
Cosa Nostra moved toward a clan-based federation structure. Notwith-
standing the formal structure, however, its functioning has been always
dominated by Palermo and its province. They have always exercised
strategic leadership over the entire system.8 Starting in the 1960s and
1970s, the top-down, vertical character was accentuated with progres-
sive shifts of power from families to the mandamenti and the provincial
and regional levels. At the same time, one branch of the Cosa Nostra, the
Corleonesi, headed by Totò Riina, attempted to seize control of the
whole organization.9 The consequence was a significant increase in in-
ternal conflict.
FIG. 2.—Cosa Nostra HLCBs (Catino 2019).
8 This dominance is a consequence of Cosa Nostra originating in this area of Sicily.
9 The Corleonesi are the dominant coalition within Cosa Nostra and have tried to con-

trol most of the families and the organization’s mandamenti. When the Corleonesi were
running things, the family heads, rather than being elected by the soldiers, were nominated
on the basis of loyalty to the Corleonese coalition (Polizia e Carabinieri di Palermo 1982).
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After the 1992 maxi-trial that led to the final conviction of hundreds
of mobsters and their bosses,10 the Cosa Nostra leader, Totò Riina,
adopted a strategy of frontal confrontation with the state that involved
the killing of numerous high-profile figures. The new strategy was in-
tended to pursue various aims: revenge against the decisions of the courts,
destabilization of institutions, establishment of new political contacts
given that previous ones had not prevented the convictions, and an easing
of law enforcement pressures. The strategy led nowhere. In the end, law
enforcement measures broke up the Cosa Nostra organization at the re-
gional level and, in part, the provincial level.

With the arrest of Totò Riina and other bosses in January 1993,
Riina’s successor Bernardo Provenzano promoted a “submersion” strat-
egy. Until his arrest in 2006, Provenzano preferred to do business qui-
etly, minimizing homicides, in order to lessen attention from newspa-
pers, the general public, the government, and the LEAs. Recent law
enforcement efforts have undermined Cosa Nostra’s efforts to reestab-
lish itself at the provincial level, particularly in Palermo.11

B. The ‘Ndrangheta
The Calabrian mafia, the ‘Ndrangheta or “Honored Society,” has be-

come the most powerful mafia in Italy (CPA 2008; DIA 2017; DNA
2017). It has around 6,000 members, grouped into 150–70 gangs called
‘ndrine; they also operate outside Calabria in many Italian regions, in
Europe, and in other countries (CPA 2010; DIA 2017; DNA 2017).12

The ‘Ndrangheta is the only mafia whose membership relies on blood
ties and strategic marriages between families.13 Within each family there
is a strong hierarchy based on doti (ranks) and cariche (offices), which are
10 TheMaxiprocesso (maxi-trial) of Palermo was one of the largest criminal prosecutions
ever conducted against the mafia. There were 460 defendants. The trial ended with heavy
sentences: 19 life sentences and prison sentences totaling 2,665 years. Almost all the con-
victions were confirmed by higher courts. This followed the Cosa Nostra massacres of
judges Falcone and Borsellino and other important anti-mafia personalities.

11 The district attorney’s office of the Republic of Palermo, Gotha 2008 and Perseo 2008
operations.

12 There are 160 ‘ndrine (clans) in Calabria, with a total of around 4,300 members, cor-
responding to 0.24 percent of the region’s population. Approximately half are based in the
province of Reggio Calabria; the rest are scattered throughout Calabria (Corte d’Appello
di Catanzaro 2018).

13 Marriage is used to settle violent feuds or to create stronger and more stable
connections. Family relationships increase trust among members and reduce the risk of
elimination.
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all awarded with specific ceremonies (fig. 3). The ranks represent the
merit accumulated bymembers during their careers, which increases with
crimes committed and can be awarded only with the approval of the
Calabrian headquarters.

The nominal rank of giovane d’onore (young man of honor) is assigned
by “blood right” at the birth of the sons of the ‘ndranghetisti. The first
true rank is the picciotto d’onore (man of honor), who is designated merely
to carry out orders. The most important universally recognized rank is
padrino, “godfather,” although recent surveys have reported new ranks at
higher levels.14

The offices relating to the roles within the structural organization are
temporary. The basic organizational level is the ‘ndrina, which gathers
together members connected by blood ties (up to a few dozen) and has
its own boss, the capondrina or capobastone (zone boss). Several ‘ndrine op-
erating in the same territorial district form a locale or Società, the boss of
which, called the capo locale (local boss), manages both the criminal activ-
ities of that territory and all issues related to the locale’s internal structure
FIG. 3.—The organizational structure of the ‘Ndrangheta Local (Catino 2019).
14 Before his murder in 2008, Carmine Novella, the boss of the Lombardy locale, created
the ranks of stella, bartolo, mammasantissima, infinito, and conte agadino. It is generally be-
lieved that these ranks have been progressively introduced elsewhere in the organization,
even if they are not always recognized by the Calabrian head office (Tribunale di Milano
2010, 2014; Tribunale di Reggio Calabria 2010).
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and functioning.15 The boss is assisted by the contabile (bookkeeper) and
the crimine (crime), who deals with violent activities. These three roles
form the copiata. In addition, the mastro di giornata (day master) circulates
information and orders throughout the organization, connecting the two
organizational groups within each locale, known as “the major society”
and “the minor society.”

The first attempts at creating a top-down structure through the estab-
lishment of HLCBs took shape at the end of the nineteenth century,
when forms of territorial coordination between the various ‘ndrine were
created. In 1933, two HLCBs were formed, called “criminal,” coordi-
nating criminal groups in Reggio Calabria, and “great criminal,” supe-
rior to the first and created to control compliance with the rules of as-
sociation and manage conflicts (Dickie 2012; Truzzolillo 2013). In
1969, a meeting in Calabria of more than 100 participants highlighted
the need for a structure that would coordinate action and resolve inter-
nal conflicts (Ciconte 1996; Tribunale di Reggio Calabria 2010).

Two modern-day HLCBs emerged only in 1991, at the end of violent
conflict between two opposing clan cartels (Dickie 2012; fig. 4). The
mandamenti gathered several locali together. There are three mainman-
damenti in Reggio Calabria (Ionian, Tyrrhenian, and Centre), and there
are other coordinating structures known as “control rooms” through-
out Italy and the world. At a regional level, the “Province” or “Crime”
includes the three Reggio Calabria mandamenti. Headed by a crime boss
assisted by the general master, day master, and bookkeeper, this supreme
coordination body supervises the management of the locali, enforces
shared rules, ratifies the most important decisions such as the opening
of new locali and the awarding of new ranks and offices, and settles
disputes between families. Its role is to ensure the harmony and organi-
zation necessary for carrying out criminal activities, making it possible
for the ‘Ndrangheta to survive over time and become increasingly “influ-
ential, functional, and recognizable” (Tribunale di ReggioCalabria 2010,
p. 75).

Thismodel represents almost the entirety of the ‘ndranghetista universe.
However, in some provinces (e.g., Catanzaro), the organizational structure
is more horizontal, based on ‘ndrine and locali, and without HLCBs.
15 All locali have the same power to rule over their territories, as long as they devolve some
of their income to the headquarters, i.e., “alla mamma di San Luca,” and respect other localis’
territories and interests and the decisions of the coordination body called Provincia.
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The two HLCBs, namely the mandamenti and the “Province” or
“Crime,” indicate the evolution of the ‘Ndrangheta from a clan-based
structure to a clan-based federation structure deploying various levels
of HLCBs. This makes it the only Italian mafia with unified coordina-
tion of the whole organizational system. Since the 1970s, the ‘Ndrangheta
has also established a specific structure known as the Santa, dedicated
to relationships with external groups such as politicians, freemasons, en-
trepreneurs, members of secret services, and other figures and bodies
of interest.

C. The Camorra
The Camorra originated in the first half of the nineteenth century

among people from lower social classes, particularly within prisons, in
Naples, Caserta, and other areas in Campania (Paliotti 2007; Barbagallo
2010; Marmo 2011). It developed a written statute, called Frieno in 1842,
and called itself the Bella Società Riformata—the “Excellent Reformed
Society.” The Camorra was initially organized into small, independent
groups called paranze (Memoria sulla consorteria 1861, in Marmo 2011;
FIG. 4.—‘Ndrangheta HLCBs (Catino 2019).
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Monnier 1862; Alongi 1890; De Blasio 1897). These showed a high level
of organized hierarchy, being subdivided into the minor society and the
major society, with a fairly slow career path (Alongi 1890). In Naples,
there were 12 paranze, one for every district in the city, whose heads,
the caposocietà, gathered together to form the “great council.” This was
directed by a capintesta, the boss of bosses, who had absolute authority
over the organization. These HLCBs provided quick responses to any
emerging conflicts between groups.

This organizational model disappeared at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, following intense police and judicial attention after the
Cuocolo trial (1911–12).16 The contemporary Camorra is thus more a
product of recent history than of the past (Sales 1988). The contempo-
rary Camorra is fluid and polycentric, with a clan-based organizational
configuration.

The clans, for the most part, operate independently. However, there
may exist strong ties, giving rise to alliances, or weak ties, such as pacts
of nonbelligerence or sporadic activities and relationships. Unlike the
other Italian mafias, the Camorra lacks HLCBs that can potentially co-
ordinate the entire system. Power is distributed among competing clans
that can independently undertake strategies and criminal actions. Clan
sizes range from 30 to 300 members and, depending on the activities
to be implemented, possess organizational structures with different de-
grees of formalized roles and hierarchies. It is therefore more appro-
priate to refer to Camorre—the plural form of Camorra, rather than to
a single mafia organization (Sales 1988; Tribunale di Napoli 2008, 2011;
Tribunale di Santa Maria Capua Vetere 2013). At least three organiza-
tional models, with increasing levels of coordination, can therefore be
distinguished (fig. 5).

1. Gangs. The gangs are criminal groups, mainly present in Naples,
characterized by an elementary organizational structure and a low level
of formalization and division of labor. The average age of members is
low. Violence, to regulate continuous disputes and make the most of
opportunities, is common. Examples are the D’Amico, De Micco, and
Buonerba clans. The low levels of complexity and formalization cause
the city clans to be highly unstable and conflictual, with a preference
16 The Cuocolo trial was the first judicial proceeding against numerous defendants from
the Neapolitan Camorra. It received wide media attention and resulted in convictions and
heavy punishments.
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for short-term gains from drug trafficking. Their behavior is more similar
to that of some American urban gangs than to other Camorra families a
few hundred meters away.

2. Historical Clans. There are also highly structured clans, such as the
Contini, Di Lauro, Licciardi, Mallardo, Mazzarella, Moccia, Nuvoletta,
Orlando, Polverino, and Vollaro. These are historical families with long
traditions, characterized by greater levels of formalization and organiza-
tional complexity that produce less conflict and greater stability.This allows
them to pursue medium- and long-term goals, thanks partly to infiltration
into the public administration and to agreements between politicians and
mafia regarding control over decision-making power in local government,
and partly to access to public tenders and companies controlled through
front men.17 These clans are structured in a way similar to a Cosa Nostra
family. The “regents,” together with the boss, form the top management
that defines the organization’s strategies. Each regent oversees a number
of group leaders, who in turn coordinate more than one “area lead.”
FIG. 5.—The various organizational orders of the Camorra.
17 From Procurator General of Naples, Vincenzo Galgano, 2005, Relazione annuale per
l’anno giudiziario, in Di Fiore (2016, pp. 318–19).
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The latter command the affiliates, who perform the operational criminal
roles. Regents and group leadersmake decisions about investments, for ex-
ample for the purchase of large quantities of drugs and weapons. Group
and area leaders together decide the salaries of the various members of
the organization, depending on roles performed, danger incurred, and se-
niority. The most important business is handled directly by people in
higher roles (i.e., the regents). In some cases, the clans create tight alliances
(e.g., military or economic alliances) or loose ones, for instance in the case
of nonaggression pacts. These alliances are often unstable and exhibit fre-
quent changes of affiliation.One of them, the alliance of the Secondigliano
clans, has enjoyed greater longevity and is still active.

3. Federations. Finally, there are federations, such as the Casalesi
clan in the province of Caserta, which consists of two historical families
(the Bidognetti and Schiavone) and related allied clans. The organiza-
tional model resembles the Cosa Nostra more than the city gangs. The
top organizational level defines organization strategy, settles internal dis-
putes, and manages the common fund. This organizational model is ca-
pable of exercising widespread control over the territory, in terms of both
economic and political activity, and is able to influence local election results
by favoring candidates close to the clan.

Clans 2 and 3 present amore structuredmodel of organization.The size
of the groups varies from 30–40 members (the group of “secessionists”)
up to 200 in the Misso and Lo Russo clans, 250 for the Mazzarella clan,
and 300 members for the Contini and Licciardi clans (Di Fiore 2016).

Clans have multiplied over time, from 16 in 186118 to more than 100
along with 28 minor groups today (DIA 2010).19 The Camorra organi-
zational order is clan-based. The only attempts to organize the various
Camorra clans into a clan-based federation order were carried out at
the beginning of the 1970s with Raffaele Cutolo’s Nuova Camorra Or-
ganizzata (New Organized Camorra), which echoed the structure of the
nineteenth-century Camorra. Cutolo designed a pyramidal and para-
military organizational structure, based on the cult of personality of its
18 From La memoria sulla consorteria dei camorristi esistente nelle provincie napoletane (Mem-
oir regarding the groupings of camorristi in the Neapolitan province) 1861 (in Marmo
[2011], p. 35).

19 This includes the Casalesi cartel, composed of 10 groups with 9 other allied-federated
groups.
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creator (Tribunale di Roma 1985).20 Not long after, a group of clans
formed a temporary federation of families, called the New Family, to re-
sist Cutolo’s attempt to centralize power. This exacerbated the Camorra’s
“anarchic fragmentation” (CPA 2000) and led to a bloody conflict that,
between 1978 and 1983, resulted in around 1,500 deaths. Internal conflict
coupled with intense repressive measures from law enforcement agencies
weakened the New Organized Camorra until it could no longer survive.
In the 1980s, an attempt byCarmine Alfieri to adopt a similar hierarchical
structure of coordination had a similar outcome.

The Camorra is thus characterized by a clan-based model. Except for
the Casalesi clan cartel and other alliances between clans, however un-
stable and temporary, the Camorra has no HLBCs that are capable of
coordinating the entire system (Catino 2019).
II. Activities and Markets
The main Italian mafias are active in legal and illegal markets. Drug traf-
ficking and extortion are the most important sources of revenues, but
their ranges of illegal activities are enormous and regularly change in
response to new opportunities. Each maintains traditional dominance
in its home territories. Elsewhere in Italy, they tend to invest in trad-
ing by legal businesses whose interests they pursue in illegal ways. The
‘Ndrangheta are the most active and well-established outside Italy.

A. Activities and Extralegal Services
According to Diego Gambetta (1993), what distinguishes mafia

organizations from other types of criminal organizations is that they
supply private protection. While “an organized crime group attempts
to regulate and control the production and distribution of a given com-
modity or service unlawfully . . . a mafia group attempts to control the
supply of protection” (Varese 2017b, pp. 45, 48). A criminal organization
can operate in illegal markets by producing illegal goods (e.g., drugs) or
20 Raffaele Cutolo himself was the boss of the organization, the caposocietà, or vangelo,
and he made use of an advisory council led by certain trustworthy figures, known as santisti.
Below these were the capizona, responsible for specific geographical areas that included the
whole of Campania. Finally, there were members, with the ranks of picciotto, camorrista, or
sgarrista (lawbreaker). Cutolo reintroduced the oath of membership, which had almost
disappeared.
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by trading such goods (e.g., human beings, information, drugs), but
only mafias are able to provide governance and protection by eliminat-
ing competition; provide protection from thieves; intimidate customers,
workers, and unions for the benefit of entrepreneurs; quell disputes; and
obtain credit (Varese 2017b).

Decades of empirical and judicial evidence have shown that mafia pro-
tection in legal markets is not reducible only to protection from external
threats. Rather, it consists of a set of extralegal services of value to en-
trepreneurs, with the mafia organization seen as a potential “business
partner” for the legal enterprise. Mafia protection is split into activities
that in turn are split into specific services, analytically distinct even if
often empirically connected: business development of the client entre-
preneur, limitation of competition to the advantage of certain entre-
preneurs, enforcement of contracts and regulations, and dispute man-
agement (table 2).

B. Markets and Earnings
The economic activity of Italian mafia groups occurs in both illegal

markets and legal markets, where they often operate illegally. In both le-
gal and illegal markets, mafia groups can provide market protection and
governance and become market players (table 3). This is referred to as
mafia trading. Mafias in their territories of origin provide protection
and governance of markets and territories, but in areas of more recent
penetration they tend to limit themselves mainly to trading (Campana
2011). ‘Ndrangheta in some areas is the exception; I discuss this in Sec-
tion IV. This prevalence of trading is due to difficulties in replicating the
TABLE 2
Extralegal Services Offered by Mafias
Forms of mafia protection
 Extralegal services (examples)
Business development
 Access to markets
New business opportunities
Limitation of competition
 Creation of cartels
Reduction of prices and costs
Enforcement
 Protection from external threats
Dispute resolution
Worker control
Credit recovery
SOURCE.—Moro and Catino (2016).
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models of behavior and control that exist in home territories, given the
constraints in terms of enforcement and limited ability to exert control
over the nontraditional territory. In northern Italy especially, the mafias
aim to invest and augment criminal assets by exploiting opportunities of-
fered by legitimate markets (DIA 2017).

Illegal markets in the European Union produce about $127 billion a
year, equal to 1 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) of the entire
area (Savona and Riccardi 2015). Numerous estimates of mafia revenues
have been made (e.g., Eurispes 2008; CENSIS 2009; CNEL 2010;
Legambiente 2012). They vary widely. Large differences result from lack
of reliable data and use of methodologies that often are not adequately
specified.Many are “mythological numbers,”meant to draw public atten-
tion to the subject. They gain prominence because they are repeated by
the media, the general public, policy makers, and some scholars.21

Illicit annual mafia revenues in Italy are approximately €3.3 billion
for the Camorra, nearly €3 billion for the ‘Ndrangheta, and €1.87 billion
for Cosa Nostra. The total represents 0.7 percent of national GDP (Cal-
deroni 2014a). Approximately 75 percent of revenues are received by
the Camorra and ‘Ndrangheta.

Cooperating witness Antonino Calderone observed that drug traffick-
ing made the Cosa Nostra very rich (Arlacchi 1993). The Cosa Nostra
was already active in morphine trafficking in the 1920s. A major increase
occurred between 1950 and 1963, when the Cosa Nostra became active
TABLE 3
Markets and Activities of Mafia Groups
Activities
21 For a critiqu
Markets
Illegal
e, see Reuter (1984) and Caldero
Legitimate business investments
Protection and
“governance”
Protection and regulation of
illegal businesses, e.g., illegal
betting, drug trafficking
Protection and regulation of legal
businesses, e.g., supply and control
of the labor market, control of
competition, cartel enforcement
Trading
 For example, drug trafficking,
arms trafficking
For example, construction, transport,
bars and restaurants
SOURCE.—Moro and Catino (2016).
ni (2014b).
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in heroin refining and trafficking between Europe and the United States.
Heroin-refining laboratories flourished in western Sicily in the 1970s
(Lupo 2011a) but no longer exist. It has been estimated that the Sicilian
mafia during some periods controlled refining, shipping, and a large part
of the distribution of 80 percent of the heroin consumed in the northeast-
ern United States.22 Drug trafficking continues to generate the largest
revenues of the three main Italian mafias (DIA 2017; DNA 2017), esti-
mated at approximately $8.9 billion a year (Transcrime 2013).

The Camorra plays an important role in international drug traffick-
ing, often in collaboration with Spanish and Dutch criminal groups. The
‘Ndrangheta seems to dominate in the Italian market (DNA 2017). The
huge quantity of cargo traffic at the port ofGioiaTauro (ReggioCalabria)
has made Italy into a strategic center for cocaine trafficking in Europe.
The US government has since 2008 included the ‘Ndrangheta on the
“blacklist” of foreign criminal organizations to be fought in the struggle
against drug trafficking (i.e., the Foreign Narcotics Kingpin Designa-
tion Act).

The ‘Ndrangheta has focused on cocaine trafficking. It deals directly
with South American producers, thus reducing intermediation and trans-
port costs. It also plays a significant role in the control of other ports such as
Rotterdam in the Netherlands. The ‘Ndrangheta has proved to be more
reliable than the Cosa Nostra in management of the process from pro-
ducer to consumer, of economic aspects and payments to suppliers, and,
because there have been few significant cooperating witnesses, of security.

However, although the ‘Ndrangheta plays an important role in drug
trafficking, there is no empirical evidence that it has a monopoly in Italy
on cocaine trafficking fromColombia (Paoli, Greenfield, and Zoutendijk
2013; Paoli 2014), as is frequently stated (CPA 2008). The ‘Ndrangheta
faces competition from Italian and foreign traffickers who have direct
connections with drug-producing and transit countries (Paoli 2003).
Despite this, the ‘Ndrangheta is the Italian mafia organization most in-
volved in drug trafficking.

Although drug trafficking revenues remain high, Italianmafias have lost
the primary role they played at the end of the last century (Paoli 2004;
EMCDDA 2014). This probably results from the emergence of new
22 As came out of the “Pizza Connection” inquiry conducted in the 1980s in the United
States.
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criminal groups in the market (e.g., from Africa) and from law enforce-
ment pressures (Savona and Riccardi 2015). Most families have delegated
management of the most visible illicit activities, such as selling, to unaffil-
iated criminal groups and collect a percentage of the proceeds.

This is what happens with the so-called Camorra drug markets in Na-
ples. The clan that controls the territory collects a fixed monthly amount,
requires the sale of a certain amount, or finances the purchase of a certain
quantity and collects shares of the income. Camorra clans mainly import
cocaine and hashish, although some traffic in heroin. Spain and Nether-
lands are the major countries throughout which drugs enter Europe en
route to Naples, but there are also direct routes to Naples from South
America (Allum 2016, p. 55).

Extortion is the second most important source of revenue. Particularly
in their home territories, the mafias organize structured and complex
extortion systems (Asmundo and Lisciandra 2008; Savona and Riccardi
2015) that generate an estimated income of about $5.4 billion (Trans-
crime 2013). Extortion constitutes the most reliable way to meet the
organization’s economic needs, and functions as an instrument for achiev-
ing territorial control and asserting the organization’s criminal authority.
Intimidation and damage from fires affecting properties of merchants and
entrepreneurs, mainly in the mafias’ home territories, express their extor-
tive pressures (DIA 2017; DNA 2017).

Sexual exploitation and counterfeiting also generate high illicit revenues
(Transcrime 2013). The Camorra stands out for its know-how in creating
fake products (from clothing to work tools such as drills, etc.), and in mar-
keting. Large quantities of goods arrive inNaples fromAsia through dense
networks of contacts (DIA 2017). The Camorra also specializes in coun-
terfeiting banknotes and documents. A cooperating witness recently de-
clared that his clan provided fraudulent disability pensions and mobility
allowances to individuals connected to the criminal group for about a de-
cade. This was done by counterfeiting administrative rules and provisions
and eliciting cooperation from corrupt public employees (DIA 2017).

The Camorra also manages numerous fuel distribution outlets. Its in-
timidating power in its home territory allows it to dominate the supply
of fuel. This leads to market distortions and prices significantly higher
than market rates in other territories.

Other illegal activities typical ofmafia organizations include usury, arms
trafficking, and cigarette smuggling, and low-profile crimes such as theft
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and robbery of credit institutions, post offices, jewelers, tobacconists, and
tobacco carriers that provide quick sources of funds (DIA 2017). The illicit
proceeds can then be invested in legal markets.

Studies on the emergence and development of Italian andNorth Amer-
ican mafias show that they tend to favor construction and cement produc-
tion markets that are linked to public and residential building (Anderson
1995; Caneppele and Martocchia 2014; Dugato, Favarin, and Giommoni
2015), transport (Hess 1998; Riccardi 2014), and catering (Anderson 1979;
Lombardo 2013). Legal activities offer advantages for criminal groups
(Anderson 1979), including financial cover; support for illegal activities
by providing a seemingly legitimate “front office”; provision of services
to members of the criminal organization, such as salaries in legal sectors;
diversification of investment and risk; and production of additional profits.

The main evidence of mafia infiltration of the legal economy in Italy is
in sectors with low technological complexity and high levels of labor and
cash intensity; these are mainly catering, trade, real estate, and construc-
tion (Gambetta and Reuter 1995; Transcrime 2013; Savona and Berlu-
sconi 2015; Savona and Riccardi 2015). In construction, mafia corrup-
tion and infiltration of political and administrative networks generate
lucrative revenues, especially through investments in public tenders
(Savona 2010; Transcrime 2013; Caneppele 2014; Riccardi 2014). The
‘Ndrangheta tends to move into firms in economic and financial distress.
It prefers sectors that rely on public sector demand, such as utilities and
construction, and are suitable for money laundering (Mirenda, Mocetti,
and Rizzica 2017).

Mafia infiltration into the public tender sector, increasingly through
collusion and corruption, is carried out not only to win the tenders or
decide the winners, but above all to “fine tune” the entrepreneurs—in
other words, manage the related subcontracts, supplies, labor, and re-
sources (DIA 2017). Infiltration is often achieved by purported emergen-
cies, often nonexistent, that provide justification for deviating from nor-
mal public tender processes (DIA 2017).

Italian mafias have specialized in supply of goods and services for local
authorities and enterprises, mainly in waste disposal, green space conser-
vation, school renovations, and road maintenance. Public funds have
reinvigorated a historic interest, especially for the Cosa Nostra, in rural
land management. This is done through extortion of and impositions on
agricultural entrepreneurs and through destruction of cultivated fields,



Italian Organized Crime 91
clandestine slaughter, and infiltration of the food supply chain (Trans-
crime 2013; Savona and Riccardi 2015; DIA 2017).

The Italian mafias have been diversifying by investing in emerging
sectors such as renewable energy and gambling and betting, mainly online
(Transcrime 2013; Savona and Berlusconi 2015). Mafia attention was at-
tracted to renewable energy by public funding subsidies for alternative en-
ergy production plants (DNA 2017).

Gambling offers quick and substantial revenues. The mafia families,
especially theCosaNostra and theCamorra, exerted pressurewithin their
territories to open new agencies or to take control of well-established
betting centers through extortion. The volume of business is multiplied
thanks to virtual gambling platforms, often located abroad, that facilitate
tax evasion concerning large sums of difficult-to-track money (DIA 2017;
DNA 2017).

The ‘Ndrangheta is the most active of the main Italian mafia organi-
zations in legal markets and in diversifying its revenues geographically.23

The Camorra is diversifying its investment strategy in a broadening range
of economic sectors. TheCosaNostra, although first to diversify, has been
themost affected by law enforcement pressures (Transcrime 2013; Savona
and Riccardi 2015).

That picture could soon change. Mafia organizations may have infil-
trated other markets, thanks both to pressures arising from investigative
activities and to the organizations’ abilities to swiftly exploit new oppor-
tunities. One recent investigation, for example, highlighted an urgent
need for new laws concerning maritime transport. The industry receives
huge amounts of public funding and is economically important in the
home territories of the main Italian mafias. Both characteristics provide
inducements for corruption (DIA 2017).

The negative effects of mafia activities on markets and companies are
evident. ‘Ndrangheta infiltration generally displaces healthy businesses,
which lose revenues when the ‘Ndrangheta expands its market share
(Mirenda, Mocetti, and Rizzica 2017). The ‘Ndrangheta acquires a dom-
inant position that makes it possible to remove its competitors.
23 While about 60–65 percent of the total revenues of the Cosa Nostra and the Camorra
are generated in their respective areas of origin, only 23 percent of the revenues of the
‘Ndrangheta comes from Calabria and the rest is distributed throughout various Italian re-
gions, including mainly Piedmont (21 percent), Lombardy (16 percent), Emilia-Romagna
(8 percent), Lazio (8 percent), and Liguria (6 percent) (Transcrime 2013).
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III. Violence and Conflict
Violence is not the objective of mafia organizations, but only an instru-
ment, a resource of last resort (Gambetta 1993). Mafias may use it to es-
tablish their reputation and to defeat other criminal groups, enforce
contractual agreements, and resolve disputes for which there can be
no recourse to the legal system. However, they are obliged to limit its
use in order to avoid destructive internal conflicts, forceful responses
from law enforcement agencies, and the loss of social consensus.

The use of violence is difficult to measure. It begins with intimidation
and threats, passes through arson and destruction of objects, may involve
injuries, often through the use of weapons (kneecapping, for example),
and can result in murders or massacres (such as the attacks on judges
Falcone and Borsellino in 1992). Since few official complaints are made
concerning threats, vandalism, and minor injuries, the low number of
complaints is misleading. Homicide numbers are the only reasonably re-
liable data to measure the use of violence by Italian mafias. A challenge
for mafias is to transform conflict systems, in which people have incon-
sistent objectives, into a cooperative system in which individuals act ra-
tionally to reach common objectives. The mafias must be able to control
the use of violence within the different clans and against citizens and law
enforcement agencies.

Mafias’ use of violence varies with different factors, such as the nature
and structure of markets in which they operate, political opportunities
and incentives, and the role of LEAs (Catino and Moro 2018). There is
a relationship between the organizational models mafias adopt and their
use of violence in terms of frequency and targets (Catino 2014, 2019).

Hierarchy establishes a mechanism for dealing with disputes that can-
not be resolved at lower levels, and whose resolution is required for the
organization to act (Boulding 1964). HLCBs in mafia organizations man-
age internal conflict and provide stability. A clan-based federation organi-
zational structure facilitates greater collusion between criminal groups; in
a clan-based structure, there is instead competition and conflict.

Collusion and competition affect mafia organizations in different ways.
Competition results in the massive use of violence within the organiza-
tional system. Collusion reduces internal conflict and related costs and
maximizes business at the same time. HLCBs increase power within the
organization by containing internal conflict (Ocasio 2005) and increase
its power in relation to the external environment and other organizations
(Mizruchi and Yoo 2005). A mafia organization based on a clan-based



Italian Organized Crime 93
federation order has strong influence in its territory, which prevents
competitors from providing services and “clients” from contacting other
suppliers.

The number of major intra- and interconflicts in the three mafia
organizations since the 1980s confirms the HLCBs’ ability to control
the use of violence. Intraclan conflicts may lead to an internal division
of the organization. Interclan conflicts may result in conflicts for control
of a specific territory. This in turn may bring about mafia wars. The
Cosa Nostra experienced three mafia wars, in 1962–69, 1981–83, and
1991–92, and the ‘Ndrangheta had two, in 1974–76 and 1985–91, before
the establishment of HLCBs. There were a limited number of feuds and
no major divisions. By contrast, the Camorra experienced one violent
mafia war, causing around 1,500 deaths,24 several feuds, and several ma-
jor divisions.

Differences among the mafias in the use of violence can be seen in the
frequency and types of homicides they commit. Ordinary and high-profile
homicides should be distinguished. Ordinary victims are members of the
organization or ordinary people outside. High-profile victims are figures
from institutions,25 politics, and the public sphere who, given their roles,
can threaten the mafia organization’s existence and interests.26 Clan-based
federation organizational systems, with common collusion between clans
and the presence of HLCBs, commit more high-profile murders. They
can coordinate strategic actions, identify and eliminate possible external
enemies, and provide the organizational resilience to manage the conse-
quences of LEA retaliation.

At the same time, such systems are more capable of controlling and
settling internal conflicts and are therefore characterized by fewer ordi-
nary murders. In contrast, clan-based organizational systems without
HLCBs are less able to settle internal disputes and conflicts, which re-
sults in a greater number of ordinary murders. They cannot produce
24 The Camorra war occurred in 1979–83 in reaction to Cutolo’s attempt to centralize
power.

25 This group includes magistrates and legal professionals, people from law enforcement
agencies, and institutional officials.

26 Victims from institutions include magistrates, professionals in the legal world, law en-
forcement agents, and other officials; victims related to politics include politicians (activists
and elected) and trade unionists; victims from the public sphere include journalists and
priests.
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organizational strategies and are less able to identify external enemies
such as individual prosecutors, politicians, and journalists.

Figure 6 shows ordinary and high-profile homicides by the three ma-
fias.27 The Camorra killed 3,141 ordinary people in Italy in 1983–2018
(to July), almost as many as the Cosa Nostra (1,714) and ‘Ndrangheta
together (1,471). The Cosa Nostra, however, killed 237 high-profile
people in the period 1861–2018, almost three times as many as the Ca-
morra (49) and the ‘Ndrangheta combined (31).

A. The Cosa Nostra
The average number of deaths per year is 48, with peaks at the begin-

ning of the 1990s for two reasons (fig. 7). First, the Corleonesi attempt
to control the organization resulted in an internal war with violent feuds,
including the Partanna feud between 1987 and 1991. Second, the maxi-
trial against the Cosa Nostra involved the arrest of several bosses who
were sentenced to life imprisonment. This led to internal conflicts to fill
the power vacuum.

The subsequent decline in ordinary murders was influenced by severe
law enforcement efforts, culminating in the 1993 arrest of the Corleonesi
boss, Totò Riina, head of the Cosa Nostra’s dominant coalition. At the
same time, members tried to halt internal conflicts to prevent further
weakening of the organization. Declarations by important Cosa Nostra
bosses Bernardo Provenzano in 2001 and Matteo Messina Denaro in
2004 confirm that they suppressed internal conflicts because that was
“good for all of us . . . and our cause” (Pignatone and Prestipino 2019,
p. 20).

Career paths provide an additional explanation for the lower number
of ordinary Cosa Nostra murders compared to the Camorra. The aver-
age ages of Cosa Nostra family heads are higher than in the Camorra
because positions of power are acquired through a more organized selec-
tion process, discouraging younger members from challenging the in-
ternal hierarchy (Gambetta 1993). The HLCBs also reduce conflicts be-
tween and within clans. The resulting greater organizational stability
27 The data refer to the period 1983–2016 for ordinary murders and 1861–2018 for
high-profile murders. The original data set of high-profile assassinations triangulates in-
formation from historical records, official reports, and websites. The raw numbers of
killings committed by the three organizations are comparable because of their similar
number of members.
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discourages intrafamily disputes and attempts to seize power. Informant
Vincenzo Marsala explained that disputes that are hard to resolve or
involve an entire family territory may ultimately be dealt with by an or-
der issued by the provincial commission (OSPA and Stajano 2010).

The patterns of high-profile murders confirm the importance of the
CosaNostra’s organizational structure inmanaging violence. CosaNostra
has killed 237 high-profile people, three times more than the other two
mafias combined; the presence of the regional commission was a turning
point in the escalation ofmurders. In 1965–75, the decade before the com-
mission was created, there were 10 high-profile murders. In 1976–86,
there were 56. Despite high media attention and very high costs in state
retaliation, the Cosa Nostra mainly killed people working for state institu-
tions (fig. 8).

These data, coupled with informants’ accounts, show that an organi-
zational model with HLCBs provides the coordination and abilities
needed to reduce and contain internal conflict and to identify external
enemies and act decisively. Informants Leonardo Messina and Antonino
Calderone reported that the provincial boss could approve ordinary
murders, but only the regional commission could approve high-profile
homicides (CPA 1992; Arlacchi 1993). To decide whether to proceed,
the mafia organization collects opinions of people such as politicians,
freemasons, and entrepreneurs who have important roles in noncrim-
inal environments but interact with criminals (Di Matteo and Palazzolo
2015; CPA 2017). If the commission decides to go ahead, informant
Tommaso Buscetta testified, it decides who will carry out the murder
(OSPA and Stajano 2010).

High-profile murders may, of course, result in significant disadvantages
for the organization, as the crackdown after the 1992 killings of judges
Falcone and Borsellino illustrates. This provoked law enforcement deter-
mination and severity that has no equal in the history of the Cosa Nostra.
The post-1992 campaign was harsher than that carried out in Sicily under
fascism by the prefect Cesare Mori in the years 1924–29.

The organization can opt for the opposite strategy, “submersion.”This
is what happened after the change of command in the Corleonesi. Toto
Riina’s frontal attack on the political system and law enforcement agencies
focused LEA attention on the Cosa Nostra. This led to numerous arrests
and stimulated activity of the other Italian mafias who received reduced
attention. Riina’s successor, Bernardo Provenzano, adopted a low profile
strategy in order to diminish attention from the LEAs and avoid conflicts



FI
G
.8

.—
C
os
a
N
os
tr
a
hi
gh

-p
ro
fi
le

m
ur
de
rs
,1

86
1–

20
18

(u
pd

at
ed

fr
om

C
at
in
o
20

19
).



Italian Organized Crime 99
with them or prominent institutional figures, while restricting the number
of ordinary murders. Informant Antonino Giuffrè, a member of the pro-
vincial commission of Cosa Nostra and head of the district mandamento,
observed that “the process of submersion was launched, that is, making
the Cosa Nostra invisible, so that we could reorganize calmly” (in Pigna-
tone and Prestipino 2019, p. 29).
B. The ‘Ndrangheta
Overall, the ‘Ndrangheta has committed a lower number of ordinary

murders than the Cosa Nostra or, above all, the Camorra. ‘Ndrangheta
relies on blood ties that dictate the chains of power. Dynastic male suc-
cession minimizes internal disputes relating to criminal careers, mini-
mizing conflicts within the clan, if not between clans.

The trend of ordinary murders over time reflects the decline of inter-
nal conflict and the introduction ofHLCBs. Even though they originated
in the 1930s (Dickie 2012; Truzzolillo 2013), they were effectively in-
stitutionalized only in 1990–91, following a violent clash between clans.
Attempts to control contracts and tenders related to a major public pro-
curement triggered the second war between ‘Ndrangheta clans in 1985.28

The informant Giacomo Lauro reported that after the war it was estab-
lished that every disagreement should be reported to the commission be-
fore violence was used (in Ciconte 1996, p. 151).

Thus began a process of verticalization and centralization, inside and
outside Calabria, which resulted in establishment of the provincial Cupola
(DIA 2010). The number of ‘Ndrangheta feuds and homicides dropped
sharply, and ordinary murders more than halved (680 between 1986 and
1991; 254 between 1992 and 1997) and then continued declining (fig. 9).
On average, the ‘Ndrangheta has committed 41 ordinary murders per
year. Considering that the ‘Ndrangheta has around 6,000 members, the
number of homicides is small compared with the other mafias.

The ‘Ndrangheta has been targeted by severe law enforcement actions
only in recent decades. Not until early in this century was ‘Ndrangheta
recognized as a dangerousmafia organization in the Italian anti-mafia laws
(CPA 2008; DNA 2010). In reaction to law enforcement attention, the
28 A number of clans were keen to win public contracts in the area of Villa San Giovanni
(Calabria) related to the construction of the bridge between Calabria and Sicily.
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‘Ndrangheta launched a series of attacks on high-profile figures including
killings (DNA 2010). This may explain why the ‘Ndrangheta has killed
only 31 high-profile people, nine since 1991 (fig. 10). Fourteen of the
victims, almost half, were law enforcement agents; 11 were politicians.

The ‘Ndrangheta, albeit rarely, commits homicides outside the re-
gional borders of Calabria and also outside Italy. Ordinary murders in-
clude the Duisburg, Germany, massacre on August 15, 2007, when to
settle accounts between ‘ndrine, six ‘Ndrangheta affiliates were killed
leaving an Italian restaurant.29

C. The Camorra
The absence of HLCBs, the fragmentary nature of its clans, and the

fluidity of alliances contribute to high levels of violent conflict within the
Camorra—87 ordinary murders per year. These are mainly related to
territorial disputes concerning a new form of violence, called stesa (knock
out), which has recently emerged. In Naples and especially the provin-
cialmunicipalities, groups of at least four, two riders on each of two mo-
torcycles, break into the opposing clan’s territory, firing wildly with pistols
and machine guns against buildings, shops, and other casual objectives,
sowing panic among residents and often creating innocent victims. The
shooters are often minors known as the paranza dei bambini (the fleet of
kids), trigger-happy youngsters, heavily influenced by violent TV dramas,
without hierarchical form or medium-term strategies.30

The largest number of Camorra murders are committed by clans char-
acterized by a low level of organizational structure; more structured
clans use violence more sparingly. One destabilizing factor is the disap-
pearance of a clan boss. This creates power play opportunities within the
clan and in neighboring clans and, coupled with the lack of HLCBs, can
result in violent conflict. In contrast, the more structured Casalesi feder-
ation committed just one murder between 2010 and 2015 (DNA 2017).
Of course, when more structured groups experience conflict, the greater
29 In 2018 the reporter Jàn Kuciak and his girlfriend were murdered in Slovakia. Kuciak
was investigating ‘Ndrangheta infiltration in the country, involving relations among
‘Ndrangheta, entrepreneurs, and politicians concerning European Union funds (Slovakia
was allocated about $17 billion). The investigation, still underway, highlights relations be-
tween the Calabrian ‘ndrine and those in Slovakia (Corriere della Sera, March 3, 2018, p. 15;
Il Sole 24 Ore, March 2, 2018, p. 9).

30 The term paranza, borrowed from the maritime world, indicates a homogeneous
group.
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power available causes a high number of deaths. This happened during
Cutolo’s climb to power in the Nuova Camorra Organizzata (New Orga-
nized Camorra [NCO]; 1975–83) and during the conflict within the Casa-
lesi federation (fig. 11).

The Camorra’s fragmentary nature affects the number of high-profile
murders. Lack of a unified strategy hinders identification of enemies,
resulting in a limited number of high-profile assassinations (49). Almost
70 percent of them, 33, occurred when the Camorra was organized as a
clan-based federation between 1975 and 1983.

The contemporary Casalesi cartel, composed of 10 clans, has an orga-
nizational structure that enables it to identify external enemies as poten-
tial targets for assassination. The informant Salvatore Venosa stated that
Casalesi bosses Giuseppe Setola and Nicola Schiavone planned to mur-
der several magistrates and law enforcement agents.31 The latter group
constituted the vast majority of high-profile victims (32) (fig. 12).
IV. Expansion
The three Italian mafias have expanded their economic activities, and in
some cases their organizational structures, into new areas in their home
regions and in central and northern Italy, Europe, and several other coun-
tries.32 This takes different forms and is achieved within certain limits,
given the difficulty of monitoring associates, gathering information, and
advertising goods and services (Gambetta 1993). In Italy, the expansion
began in the 1950s.33

The expansion suggests that mafia organizations have found “en-
vironmental host niches”; in other words, environmental conditions
within which the mafia population can reproduce. The political system
and law enforcement agencies realized what was happening surprisingly
late, earlier considering mafias an exclusively southern Italian phenom-
enon. The first report on the expansion, from the Parliamentary Anti-
Mafia Commission, was in 1994 (CPA 1994). It highlighted dispersion
31 For more information, see La Republica, July 31, 2012: “Gomorrah. The campaign of
violence plan. Targeting magistrates and carabinieri.”

32 See Massari 2001; Varese 2006, 2011; Kleemans 2007; Campana 2011; Von Lampe
2012; Calderoni 2014a; CROSS 2014; Sciarrone 2014; Allum 2016; Calderoni et al.
2016; Dalla Chiesa 2016; Moro and Catino 2016; Sergi and Lavorgna 2016.

33 On mafia movement generally, see Varese (2011, 2020) and Campana (2011).
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into almost every region even though, the commission emphasized, the
north seemed to possess antibodies that hindered its expansion and
consolidation.

The picture that has emerged over time is very different. The dissem-
ination and establishment of mafia business relationships with compa-
nies, professionals, and politicians occurred quickly. In particular, fol-
lowing the 2008–10 economic crisis, the extralegal services offered by
mafias (credit and credit recovery, business opportunities, construction
of cartels, cheap labor, false invoices to create black funds) were wel-
comed by companies in central and northern Italy. There was a corre-
spondence between the presence of mafiosi and demand for low-cost
and extralegal services. According to Moro and Villa (2017), the pres-
ence of business sectors with low entry barriers significantly increases
the probability of mafia activity. They also find that low levels of civic
culture provide facilitating conditions.

The main mafia activities in nontraditional areas chiefly involve traf-
ficking in valuable goods, especially drugs, and recycling and reinvest-
ment of capital. Subsequently, kidnapping was added to their repertoire,
initially by the Cosa Nostra and then above all by the ‘Ndrangheta. Fol-
lowing a 1991 law that blocked access to the bank accounts of victims’ fam-
ilies, kidnapping nearly disappeared.34 This encouraged the ‘Ndrangheta
to move into new markets, both legal (the construction industry) and ille-
gal (drug trafficking). Themovement of Italianmafias into new territories,
both in Italy and abroad, varied in terms of the kind of presence, the types
of activity carried out, and relations with the home territory (Varese 2020).

A. Expansion Presence and Activity
Two different processes of mafia presence can be distinguished: “op-

erational or organizational establishment” and “transplantation” (table 4).
These are polar mechanisms, but there are few instances of mafia expan-
sion that lie between these two poles. The mafia organizations are pres-
ent with variable numbers of members, logistical bases, and operating
structures but do not reproduce the organizational models and territo-
rial control of the home territories. They mainly carry out trading activ-
ities, initially in illegal markets and subsequently in legal markets. The
34 From 632 kidnappings in 1969–90 to 40 in 1991–97 (CPA 1998).
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revenues generated are mainly transferred to the home areas. Large net-
works of collaborators, knowledge brokers, and knowledge providers are
employed in the new territories, but recruitment and membership are
handled only in the areas of origin (Catino 2018).

A transplanting mafia group reproduces its organizational model,
adapted and modified to address local circumstances, and is able to sup-
ply illegal protection for a substantial period outside the home territory
(Varese 2011). In some cases, mafia groups carry out business activities
and in some places provide governance and extralegal services. However,
TABLE 4
The Present Situation of Italian Mafias in Nontraditional Areas
Cosa Nostra
 ‘Ndrangheta
 Camorra
Operational or
organizational
establishment
Italy: Lazio,
Tuscany,
Lombardy
Italy: Abruzzo, Lazio, Umbria,
Molise, Tuscany, Friuli,
Trentino Alto-Adige,
Veneto
Italy: Lazio, Marche,
Tuscany, Emilia-
Romagna,
Veneto.
Abroad:
Belgium,
Brazil,
Germany,
UK, US
Abroad: Argentina, Austria,
Belgium, Brazil, Colombia,
Costa Rica, France, Hol-
land, Guyana, Malta, Do-
minican Republic,
Romania, Slovakia, Spain,
Switzerland, US,
Venezuela.
Abroad: Germany,
Netherlands,
Holland,
Romania, Spain,
UK
Transplantation
 Italy: Emilia-Romagna,
Liguria, Lombardy, Pied-
mont, Valle d’Aosta
Abroad:a Australia, Canada,
Germany
SOURCE.—Elaboration of data obtained from DIA, DNA, and judicial investigations.
NOTE.—The degree of establishment and transplantation varies from territory to terri-

tory. The three mafias also have business relationships in other countries where they have
not developed a structured presence. The Cosa Nostra has business relationships in Austria,
Canada, Colombia, Costa Rica, Guyana,Malta, theDominican Republic, and Venezuela; the
Camorra, in Austria, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Malta, the Dominican Republic, the
United States, and Venezuela. The table is based on information available in 2019.

a Some ‘Ndrangheta groups in Australia and Canada are almost autonomous (Sergi and
Lavorgna 2016).
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the protection and governance they can provide in new areas is not com-
parable to the protection provided in the home territory. They try to
control particular businesses by providing extralegal services but cannot
control the territory as in their home areas.

The ‘Ndrangheta is the only mafia that reproduces its organizational
model in many of its new territories, with adaptations to the local con-
text. The importance of blood and kinship ties in ‘Ndrangheta recruit-
ment may be the reason. Family ties favor the maintenance of the network
in the new territories. Members in the new territories often come from
the same cities in Calabria (Tribunale di Milano 2010; Tribunale di
Torino 2011, 2014). With 62 percent of its revenues coming from new
territories in Italy and abroad, ‘Ndrangheta has the most geographically
diversified sources of income (Calderoni 2014a).

Transplantation is an evolutionary outcome of a long process of infil-
tration, particularly in small- and medium-sized municipalities. Mafias
there benefit from less attention from LEAs and have easier access to
public administrations because of the greater ease of influencing munic-
ipal elections with mafia contributions.

In some regions, one type of mafia has a prevailing presence; in others,
different mafias are simultaneously present (Calderoni 2014a). Campana
(2011, 2013) argues that mafias employ a strategy of “functional diversi-
fication.” In traditional territories, they govern. In new territories, they
trade in illegal goods.

The Cosa Nostra and the Camorra primarily carry out trading activ-
ities in new territories. The Cosa Nostra has been present in northern
Italy since the 1960s and 1970s, allowing its members to operate trans-
national criminal activities without reproducing the organizational model.
Instead, families send emissaries to areas of interest to set up illegal activ-
ities.Drug trafficking andmoney laundering are the principal criminal ac-
tivities engaged in by Cosa Nostra members abroad (Europol 2013).

The ‘Ndrangheta, by contrast, carries out both trading activities and, in
some areas, protection and extortion, such as enforcement of cartel agree-
ments to the advantage of entrepreneurs in particular markets—the ce-
ment sector, for instance (construction, earth moving). The protection ac-
tivity and territorial control are not comparable to those in the home
areas. Where they are newly established, the mafias have neither the same
characteristics nor the same level of power as in the home areas.

They are able to exercise control of human resources, to gain visibility
over time, and, through knowledge brokers and knowledge providers,
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to collect economically relevant information. However, governance in
nontraditional areas is always limited to particular areas and markets
and does not cover the territory’s entire legal or illegal economy. This
was, at least, the situation through 2019.

The presence of the ‘Ndrangheta in the center north is not homoge-
neous. In Lombardy, Piedmont, and Liguria, it is more structured and
over time has replaced other criminal organizations such as the Cosa
Nostra, which was weakened by post-1992 LEA activity. In other regions,
its presence is so far less structured, and mainly devoted to trading activ-
ities, reinvesting its capital, and operating in the real estate sector. The
‘Ndrangheta is the only Italian or world mafia to reproduce its organiza-
tional model in North America, Australia, and Europe (DNA 2017).35

In this way, it has established logistical bases and operational structures
that facilitate a continuous supply of drugs, cocaine especially, through
the creation of safe transport, exploiting the movement of goods and
foodstuffs destined for export to North America and Europe. A presence
in those areas ensures an interface with the Colombian and Mexican
narco-cartels. Recent investigations by the Italian police and the FBI have
highlighted close links between the ‘Ndrangheta and some Cosa Nostra
families in New York (Gambino, Genovese, and Bonanno), particularly
in drug trafficking.

Another investigation inNewYork showed that some clans procured in
Costa Rica large quantities of Colombian cocaine destined for Calabria
(Tribunale di Reggio Calabria 2015b). This confirms the ‘Ndrangheta’s
leadership role in the management of drug trafficking and that, thanks
to its reliability, it has replaced the Cosa Nostra in relations with Ameri-
can contacts (DNA 2017).36

The Camorra does not possess a presence or structure like those of
the ‘Ndrangheta. Clans operating outside their home territories mainly
engage in drug trafficking, cigarette smuggling, illicit waste dumping,
and sale of counterfeit products provided by allied Chinese groups or
manufactured in clandestine factories near Naples (Europol 2013). They
35 The ‘Ndrangheta is active in at least seven US states: New York, New Jersey, Florida,
Michigan, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, and California. In New York (Albany and New
York City) there are some locali. In Canada there are 11 locali: 9 in Toronto, 1 in Thunder
Bay, and 1 in Montréal (Gratteri and Nicaso 2018).

36 Operations New Bridge, Columbus I, and Columbus II in Italy and New York City
(Tribunale di Reggio Calabria 2014, 2015a, 2015b).
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also deal in counterfeit currency, with many organized crime groups
buying from them. Camorra clans in new areas also operate money-
laundering activities, including for construction companies and real es-
tate investments. Outside its home areas, the Camorramainly carries out
trading activities (Campana 2011). However, recent investigations have
shown Camorra clans (especially Polverino) to be present in Spain.

B. Relationship with the Home Territory
Relations between clans in new territories and those in the home regions

can assume three different organizational forms, depending on compo-
nents of the mafia technical core (Thompson 1967): management of eco-
nomic resources, recruitment and career paths, and use of violence.

1. Low Autonomy. The organizational units exercise predominantly
an executive role, depending entirely on the headquarters both strategi-
cally and operationally. Revenues from the new areas are usually trans-
ferred to the headquarters. Human resources come from the home ter-
ritories. Headquarters always have the last word on the use of violence,
and the executors come from the home regions. This is mainly the Cosa
Nostra and Camorra pattern and also characterizes some ‘Ndrangheta
clans in other Italian regions and countries.

2. Partial Autonomy. Organizational units in nontraditional areas are
operationally autonomous but dependent strategically on the headquar-
ters when matters of general interest are concerned. Revenues remain in
the new area. Recruitment also occurs in the new area, but career man-
agement is controlled by the clans in the home areas. Headquarters al-
ways has the last word concerning the use of violence, but executors
come from both the home and new areas. This is the ‘Ndrangheta pat-
tern in Piedmont, Lombardy, and Liguria.

3. Full Autonomy. This pattern characterizes some contemporary
Camorra and ‘Ndrangheta clans. For the Camorra, it is not an evolution-
ary phase but abandonment by some clans of their original areas and
replication of mafia methods elsewhere. Other instances involve some
‘Ndrangheta clans operating in Australia (Sergi 2018). In Italy, an attempt
at full autonomy was attempted by ‘Ndrangheta clans in Lombardy, but
was blocked by the Calabrian headquarters with the killing of the boss
Carmelo Novella in 2008 in Olona, Lombardy. Novella was accused of
trying to give full autonomy to the Lombardy “control room,” which
grouped together all the locali in that region (Tribunale di Milano 2010).
In the future, given greater economic profitability and autonomy in re-
cruitment, full autonomy could also affect other ‘Ndrangheta clans. The
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classic case of complete autonomy is the separation in the 1930s and 1940s
of the American Cosa Nostra from the Sicilian Cosa Nostra.
V. Other Criminal Organizations
Other criminal organizations of Italian and foreign origin exist in Italy.
Of these, only the Stidda, a spinoff of Cosa Nostra in Sicily, and the Sa-
cra Corona Unita (Sacred United Crown [SCU]) in Apulia can be linked
to other mafia organizations.

TheApulianmafiawas founded between 1981 and 1983 in local prisons
to regulate issues arising between prisoners and to counteract the power
of other mafias (Massari 2014). Currently, the SCU is confined to certain
territories in the southern part of Apulia, in the Salento peninsula. Orig-
inally dedicated to tobacco trafficking, it has begun trafficking drugs from
nearby Albania and protecting businesses from extortion, online gaming,
public tenders, and recently, the tourism industry. The SCU experienced
its maximum growth in the late 1980s and early 1990s, with a series of
highs and lows that led to the birth of the Nuova Sacra Corona Unita,
the “New Sacred United Crown.”The SCU is facing current difficulties,
due to pressure from LEAs and violent competition from other criminal
organizations. This has led to a narrowing of its territory of reference and
a change in behavior; it has become less violent and shows greater interest
in the business world (DIA 2017; DNA 2017).

Other criminal organizations exist in Apulia, often extremely violent
ones. They include the Società Foggiana, which has about 200 members;
theMafia dei Montanari in the Gargano area; and theMafia della Pianura
in the Capitana area. Fragmentation and the absence of a top manage-
ment level and HLCBs prevent these organizations from containing in-
ternal conflict and developing medium- and long-term strategies.

In the adjacent region of Basilicata, the Famiglia dei Basilischi was
founded in 1994, operating along mafia lines and characterized by meth-
ods, rites, and codes typical of other long-established mafias (P. Sergi
2003; A. Sergi 2016). The organization was nearly eradicated by LEAs
in the late 1990s and early 2000s, as a result of collaboration by informants
and competition from neighboring mafias.37
37 Other Italian criminal organizations active inRome and its province are theFasciani op-
erating inOstia, theCasamonica, and the Spada. Of Romany origin, and interrelated with one
other, these groups concentrate on drug trafficking, extortion, usury, and other crimes.
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Albanian groups have a strong presence in Italy. They collaborate with
Italian criminal organizations in drug trafficking, exploitation of pros-
titution, and crimes against property. Romanian criminals commit the
same kinds of crime, competing with both Italian and Albanian organized
crime, and, especially in northern Italy, have acquired expertise in credit-
card cloning and tampering with ATMs.

Criminal groups from the former Soviet Union are also active (Varese
2011, 2012; Ingrascì 2015). They are active in the legal economy, through
sophisticated financial operations, and in drug and weapons trafficking,
smuggling of tobaccomanufactured abroad, and predatory crimes.Ukrai-
nian organizations are active in facilitation of illegal immigration and
trafficking in human beings, especially for the purpose of sexual exploita-
tion. Georgian groups, characterized by high internal cohesion and well-
defined organizational structure, specialize in apartment and villa rob-
beries, often employing exceedingly violent and brutal methods (DIA
2017).

Other foreign organizations, mainly from South America, North
Africa, and Nigeria, collaborate with indigenous mafias in trafficking in
drugs and in human beings for purposes of sexual and labor exploitation
(Campana 2016). Nigerian groups have developed operational methods
for human trafficking for trade, clandestine labor, and prostitution. They
manage an entire supply chain for prostitution through the recruitment
of Nigerian women, including the production of false documents to give
the women legal status.38 Organizations from the former Soviet Union,
together with local groups, recruit women from Moldavia, Latvia, Es-
tonia, and Belarus to work in street prostitution or nightclubs. These
groups are also active in drug and weapons trafficking. Nigerian groups
have replaced the Sicilian mafia in drug dealing. They control the prosti-
tution market in Palermo (Varese 2017a).

Some foreign organizations have greater operational autonomy and are
typically present in the north of the country. These include Chinese crim-
inal groups, which have adopted hierarchically structured models and are
active in illegal immigration, brand and document counterfeiting, cigarette
smuggling, and, at a lesser level, gambling and drug trafficking. Their final
aim is recycling and reuse of capital, carried out through relationships es-
tablished with the professionals in areas in which the gangs are present, es-
pecially Tuscany and Lombardy.
38 For more detail regarding this methodology, see Mancuso (2014) and Baarda (2015).
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Recent mass immigration has highlighted the presence of Kurdish-
Iraqi, Turkish, Middle Eastern, and Indian groups. They are particularly
active in the recruitment and illegal transport of their compatriots and
Afghan and Syrian refugees.
VI. Anti-mafia Control Efforts
The degree of consolidation of mafia organizations is influenced by the
severity of laws and the legal system, the effectiveness of law enforce-
ment agencies, and the mafias’ perceived legitimacy in the social systems
and environments in which they operate. Greater severity forces them to
carry out their activities in different ways, increasing secrecy and inter-
nalizing or outsourcing critical activities, and to develop new areas of
business and reduce their presence in high-risk markets.

There have been significant changes since the 1950s. Actions to com-
bat the mafia can be divided into three different areas: greater severity
through new laws, more arrests, and use of informers and municipal dis-
solution; institution building though the creation of law enforcement
institutions and strengthening magistrates and the police; and social
changes that transform perceptions of the mafias, the emergence of civil
anti-mafia groups, and a changing role for the Catholic Church.

A. Greater Severity
Since 1982, there has been an expansion of anti-mafia laws without

equal in the world. Frequently, they were enacted immediately after high-
profile murders. For example, in 1982, immediately after the murders
ofmember of parliament Pio LaTorre andPrefectGeneralCarlo Alberto
Dalla Chiesa, article 416-bis was added to the Italian Criminal Code; it
criminalizes participation in any association that uses “mafia methods.”
Three key elements characterize mafia methods: intimidation, subjuga-
tion, and omertà (criminal silence). Membership is a crime in itself. Mafia
methods are used to pursue different goals, such as committing criminal
offenses, controlling economic activities, acquiring unlawful advantages,
or influencing voting. Article 416-bis was accompanied by antiracket leg-
islation approved following themurder of the entrepreneur LiberoGrassi
in Palermo in 1991.

Article 7 of special law 203/1991 allows prosecutions for “external par-
ticipation” in the criminal organization—this covers people who are not
part of the organization but benefit from collaboration with it. Mafias are
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famous for achieving their goals through penetration of the social and
economic fabric by means of collaborations with representatives of state
agencies, entrepreneurs, and legal actors. Articles 418 and 416 ter crim-
inalize assistance tomafia members and participation inmafia-connected
voting schemes.

The increased severity resulted in 17,391 individuals being convicted
of mafia association and involvement in mafia methods between 1982
and March 2017. There were 21,373 imprisonments; 20 percent of de-
fendants were imprisoned more than once (Savona et al. 2018). Informa-
tion on 9,141 convicted mafiosi showed that 36.6 percent were affiliated
with the Camorra, 24.5 percent with the Cosa Nostra, and 18.8 percent
with the ‘Ndrangheta.

One mafia strength is their relationships with the world of politics.
Mafias are interested in resources managed by local authorities. They at-
tempt to influence local governments, especially small ones that are
more easily penetrated by people friendly to the organization, or even
by members (CPA 2018). Parliament in 1990 accordingly enacted law
55/1990 that provides for dissolution of municipal and provincial coun-
cils or the suspension of mayors. An agency can be dissolved even in the
absence of illicit conduct if there are “concrete, univocal, and relevant”
indications of organized crime influence.

Through August 2018, 221 municipalities have been dissolved, a quar-
ter more than once (9 twice and 13 three times). Almost all (200) are in
Sicily, Calabria, and Campania (fig. 13).39

Another important anti-mafia enforcement mechanism attacks mafia
assets. Law 416-bis gave increased investigative powers to magistrates
and LEAs (covering environmental and communication interception, co-
vert operations, etc.) and authorized seizure and confiscation of assets.40

These measures involve valuable properties (fig. 14). Law no. 109 of
1996 directed that confiscated real property be at the disposal of the state
or distributed to municipalities. Since 2010, the Agenzia nazionale per
39 These measures leave the administrative structure unchanged. Since procurement
management is in the hands of technical officials, this is a serious problem in terms of in-
troducing true change.

40 Both measures can be enforced before the end of an investigation. Seizure is a tem-
porary measure applied when there is a discrepancy between a suspect’s assets and declared
income; confiscation occurs when the suspect fails to explain the legitimate origin of the
assets.
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l’amministrazione e la destinazione dei beni sequestrati e confiscati alla crimi-
nalità organizzata (National Agency for the Confiscation and Manage-
ment of Criminal Assets) has managed huge resources seized from the
mafia in order to reallocate them for productive and social purposes.Mea-
sures to confiscate mafia assets, including from mafia heirs, are also be-
ing tightened.

Legislative decree 153/1997 requires banks and financial brokers to
report suspicious transactions to the Bank of Italy. Legislative decree
231/2001 created criminal liability for companies for crimes perpetrated
by company managers. Companies have developed control and moni-
toring departments to police their efforts to prevent economic crimes,
avoid economic sanctions including confiscation of profits, and enforce
the anti-mafia ban (informazione antimafia interdittiva).

A final fundamental element in the fight against mafias comes from the
organizations themselves. Collaboration between former mafia mem-
bers and LEAs dates from the nineteenth century, but only since 1991
has there been anorganized system for protectionof cooperatingwitnesses
(improperly known as pentiti—“penitents”).41 There have been many
FIG. 13.—Municipal dissolution due to mafia infiltration in the three regions, 1991–2018 (up
to August) (N p 264; elaboration of data obtained from http://www.avvisopubblico.it).
41 The first cooperating witness was Salvatore D’Amico of the Cosa Nostra in 1878. On
cooperating witnesses generally, see Dino (2006).
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cooperating witnesses who have brought mafia secrets to light (fig. 15).42

Of 1,277 collaborators under protection in June 2016, 43.6 percent
(557) were from the Camorra, 24.3 percent (310) from the Cosa Nostra,
18.7 percent (239) from other criminal organizations, and only 13.4 percent
(171) from the ‘Ndrangheta (Ministero dell’Interno 2017).43 Collabora-
tion with LEAsmay be positively correlatedwith the vigor of law enforce-
ment efforts and negatively with blood ties among mafia members.
B. Institution Building
New institutions have been created to provide deeper knowledge and

ensure the availability of specialized anti-mafia magistrates and police
FIG. 14.—DIA patrimonial preventive measures, 2008–17 (in billions of dollars; elaboration of
data obtained by the author from DIA).
42 The law provides for protection of cooperating witnesses (victims, witnesses, or ma-
fiosi) and a series of penitentiary benefits for the pentiti. The 2001 reform brought some
changes and restrictions: cooperating mafia witnesses must disclose illegally obtained earn-
ings, undergo a minimum period of punishment, and cooperate within a maximum period
of 6 months.

43 Reports on collaborators have been issued biannually since the end of 1994 on the
Italian Senate webpage (http://www.senato.it/Leg17/2880, last accessed on April 5, 2018).
Each indicates the total number of collaborators, adding new collaborators to those already
included in the protection program. Although this method prevents the identification of the
number of collaborators by mafia per year, it allows comparisons across mafias.
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forces. Since 1962, the Commissione Parlamentare Antimafia (Italian Par-
liamentary Anti-Mafia Commission [CPA]) has produced important re-
ports that have increased knowledge and awareness about mafias and
shed light on their relationship to politics.44

Other critical sources of information are theDirezione Nazionale Anti-
mafia e Antiterrorismo (National Anti-Mafia and Counterterrorism Di-
rectorate [DNA]) and the Direzione Investigativa Antimafia (Anti-mafia
Investigative Directorate [DIA]) established in 1991. Equipped with new
tools and expertise, they disseminate information about organized crime
groups and activities.45

The DNA is a department of the Prosecutor’s Office in the Corte di
Cassazione (the highest court in Italy) consisting of 20 magistrates coor-
dinating anti-mafia investigations in the Direzione Distrettuale Antimafia
(Anti-mafia District Directorate [DDA]) in the 26 prosecutor’s offices
around Italy. The objective is to create an expert team of magistrates
who handle mafia investigations full-time in a coordinated way.

The DIA is a specialized LEA that includes officers from various Ital-
ian police forces conducting anti-mafia investigations with the support of
specialist groups and international cooperation. Over the past 10 years
the DIA has carried out more than 500 operations.46

Operations are also conducted by the three main Italian law enforce-
ment agencies, theGuardia di Finanza,Carabinieri, andPolizia. Each brings
particular skills and methods to the battle. For example, Europol (2013,
p. 18) recommends that “All criminal investigations on Families andClans
need to be accompanied by parallel financial investigations from an early
stage.” The Guardia di Finanza possesses the specialized skills to do this.
44 This was proposed in 1948 after the mafia massacre of Portella della Ginestra in Piana
degli Albanesi (Palermo). Eleven people were killed and 27 wounded by the band of Sal-
vatoreGiuliano during theworkers’ holiday against latifundism onMay 1, 1947. The quality
and caliber of the reports vary according to their historical contexts and the political parties
leading the commission. In general, left-wing parties have paid more attention to the rela-
tionship between mafia and politics. Most reports are available on the institution’s website
at http://www.camera.it.

45 Reports have been issued annually by the DNA since 1999 and biannually by the
DIA since 1998. DIA reports are available on the institution’s website at http://direzione
investigativaantimafia.interno.gov.it. DNA reports are not indexed in any database but are
downloadable from the internet.

46 The DIA reports for the period 2008–17 describe the start of 524 operations against
the three mafia organizations in Italy; 43 percent involve the Cosa Nostra, 26 percent the
‘Ndrangheta, and 31 percent the Camorra.
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However, the duplication of police agencies increases coordination costs
and undermines their collective effectiveness and efficiency.

Other mafia-focused institutions include the National Agency for the
Confiscation andManagement of Criminal Assets (ANBSC), the agency
responsible formanagement and disposal of seized and confiscated assets.
An appointed legal administrator assesses the status of the seized assets,
and the ANBSC preserves and manages them. In confiscation cases the
ANBSC advises the judge on their disposition. Other processes screen
companies with connections to the public sector to confirm that they
have no mafia associations. The Autorità Nazionale Anticorruzione tries
to ensure legality, transparency, and accountability by requiring docu-
ments and issuing sanctions.

C. Social Change
Social change plays a crucial role in the fight against mafias. Unlike in

some earlier times, it is widely considered inappropriate to be seen in pub-
lic with suspected mafiosi or have one serve as a godfather at a christen-
ing. Either could ruin a politician’s career. Anti-mafia associations were
formed after the murders of judges Falcone and Borsellino.47 Libera,
founded in 1995, consists of more than 1,200 associations, groups, and
schools aiming at “involving and supporting all those who are interested
in the fight against mafias and organized crime.”48 Other important asso-
ciations are Addiopizzo (“Goodbye Extortion”) and Libero Futuro (“Free
Future”) in Sicily, and Ammazzateci Tutti (“Kill us all”) in Calabria.49

Study centers and institutions dedicated to the memory of important
mafia victims50 play important roles in providing information in schools,
carrying out research, and maintaining a constant public focus on mafia
issues. Avviso Pubblico (Public Notice), an organization composed of mu-
nicipalities, provinces, and regions to oppose mafia infiltration in local
authorities, was created in 1996.
47 For greater detail, see Ramella and Trigilia (1997), Santino (2010), Mattioni (2013),
and Dalla Chiesa (2014).

48 For more details, see http://www.libera.it.
49 See http://www.addiopizzo.org; http://www.liberofuturo.net; http://www.ammazzatecitutti

.org.
50 For example, the Centro Siciliano di Documentazione Giuseppe Impastato (http://

www.centroimpastato.com).
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The Catholic Church has long had an ambiguous relationship with the
mafia, especially since the unification of Italy. This began to change in the
1970s, following the killing of several priests mostly by the Cosa Nostra
but also by the Camorra, and culminated in Pope John Paul II’s condem-
nation of themafia in 1993. This was echoed by the Italian Episcopal Con-
ference in 2010. In 2014, Pope Francis excommunicated the mafia (Dino
2008; Sales 2016). Church behavior remains nonetheless ambiguous,
combining public condemnation with private service. Clergy, for example,
sometimes celebrate functions for mafia families; this is probably due to
donations mafia members often provide to local churches.

These anti-mafia efforts have significantly changed the mafias’ environ-
ments, particularly in their traditional areas.51 This has influenced their
behavior, diminishing some activities andmethods, such as use of violence,
and catalyzing others, such as public corruption and entrepreneurial ac-
tivity. Anti-mafia legislation has progressively targeted mafia assets. En-
trepreneurs involved in collusion, originally viewed as victims, were often
dealt with lightly. This has changed. There is now greater awareness of the
facilitating roles of politicians, entrepreneurs, andwhite-collar workers; the
character and consequences of their relationships with the mafia are often
denounced.52

Although media often suggest that the government is always on the
losing side, this is not, or no longer, true. The successes achieved and
the constant pressures exerted by law enforcement agencies document
effective opposition to mafia organizations. For example, since 2002,
special prison conditions for mafia members, which were previously sub-
ject to annual renewal, have become permanent.More than 450 sentences
to life imprisonment were imposed for mafia murders in the Palermo dis-
trict from 1992 to 2006, 19 after themaxi-trial, compared with only about
10 in the preceding 100 years (Natoli 2006).

Since the beginning of the 1980s, the Cosa Nostra has been greatly
weakened and deprived of leadership to deal effectively with law en-
forcement and civil society pressures. One of Giovanni Falcone’s killers,
highlighting the Cosa Nostra’s strategic error in frontally attacking the
51 For further information, see La Spina (2014).
52 In Sec. VII, I discuss empirical evidence that shows that entrepreneurs continue to

seek business relations with mafias. The slowness of civil court proceedings (514 days
on average in Italy compared to a European average of 255) and economic problems often
motivate entrepreneurs to look for faster and more effective, even if illegal, solutions to
legal and labor problems.
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state, observed, “Falcone has done more damage dead than alive” (Di
Cagno and Natoli 2004, p. 49).
VII. Adaptive Organizations: Evolution and Change
Italian mafias are adaptive organizations dealing with changing environ-
ments. Changes are influenced by a mix of internal and external factors.
Internal factors are organizational characteristics of each mafia and the
dominant forces in it at any one time. External factors are actions of op-
position or cooperation by the political system, LEAs, and the larger
society.

These factors favor Lamarckian and Darwinian changes. Lamarckian
changes are adaptations to environmental circumstances. Mafias show
“absorptive capacity” (Cohen andLevinthal 1990), organizational capacity
to acquire, adapt, and internally diffuse new knowledge and innovations.
They adapt their “dynamic capabilities” (Teece, Pisano, and Shuen 1997)
for survival, integrating, building, and reconfiguring internal and external
competencies. Darwinian changes include elimination of organizational
units less appropriate in changing times due to competition from other
organizations and to challenges posed by law enforcement agencies. From
a perspective of population ecology, the environment produces optimiza-
tion (Hannan and Freeman 1977, 1989). The mafia organizational forms
that best survive are those that adapt most effectively.

Successful LEA efforts produce transformation and adaptation in the
system, and force mafia organizations to innovate and change. For ex-
ample, in the Camorra, the arrest in 2002 of 70 members of the Di
Lauro clan in Naples opened a breach within the clan, which resulted
in generational conflict for leadership (Di Fiore 2016). The defeat of
the Giuliano clan in Forcella (Naples) handed control of the territory
to the Mazzarella clan. Kidnapping was a favorite ‘Ndrangheta practice
in the 1970s, particularly in northern Italy, but enactment of the law
blocking the current bank accounts of the kidnap victim’s family initially
reduced and then eliminated kidnapping. Instead, mafia interest shifted
toward new legal markets (the construction industry) and illegal ones
(greater investment in drug trafficking).

Put differently, more effective law enforcement efforts and tighter
regulations can transform criminal organizations and catalyze innova-
tion. Naturally, the organizational responses depend on specific organi-
zational circumstances.
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It is important to recognize the difference between what we know and
the limits of our information. In this section, I discuss some of the
changes and trade-offs that characterize the three mafia organizations.

A. Structure: Between Centralization and Decentralization
Centralization helps the Italian mafias achieve better internal coordi-

nation and faster decision-making. Mafias characterized by a clan-based
federation order can speak with one voice (Zuckerman 2010). Central-
ized organizations favor reduction in conflict, containment of violence,
and strategic adaptations to environmental changes or changes in law
enforcement methods.

Clan-based federation orders nonetheless have their own downsides.
HLCBs increase the organization’s vulnerability to law enforcement
actions and collaboration by informants. Hierarchical organizationmakes
it easier for LEAs to establish strategic priorities and target leaders. Infor-
mant collaboration can cause great damage. The construction of the Cosa
Nostra organization chart, for example, based on information from co-
operating witnesses, led to the arrest of all themembers of the Cupola, ef-
fectively “beheading” the organization’s HLCBs. Clan-based orders, by
contrast, are more resilient in hostile environments. The arrests of any
of their members, and informant collaboration, have limited consequences
for the organization as a whole, as clans are independent and unable to
devise complex, coordinated strategies.

The mafias, with the exception of the Camorra after the leadership
phase of the boss Raffaele Cutolo (1975–83), are highly centralized or-
ganizations, both within individual units (cosche, families, clans), and over-
all, with the establishment ofHLCBs (mandamenti, commissione provinciale,
cupola, provincia). HLCBs based on consensus and without the atypical
“boss of bosses” seem more likely to be successful and endure than when
a single boss commands the whole organization. Extreme hierarchical
centralization seems destined to fail. The “boss of bosses” is incompatible
with an organizational order based on families, since it tends to compro-
mise the interests of the many and provide advantages to the few, and
to trigger attempts by other families and individuals to seize the position
of leadership.53
53 Raffaele Cutolo’s attempt to impose a totally clan-based federation model on the Ca-
morra, with himself as the “boss of bosses,” triggered the opposition of many families,
which formed a coalition against the change.
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Italian mafias have to deal with an organizational dilemma, a “trade-
off,” between the benefits of both models (Catino 2019). The historical
reconstruction of mafia organizational orders discussed earlier shows
that mafias subsist in an unstable dynamic equilibrium, moving between
clan-based federation model and a clan-based model.

Analytically, this dynamic equilibrium goes from individual organiza-
tional action (the family, clan, ‘ndrina) toward greater coordination.
This leads to the creation of HLCBs (based on the municipality, prov-
ince, region), which facilitate reductions in conflict and seizure of greater
opportunities for complex business. Clan-based federation coordination
makes strategy development possible but also engenders greater visibility
and vulnerability, which allows LEAs to focus their energies on higher-
ranking members. Centralization also increases discontent and fosters
centrifugal forces that generate clan conflicts (mafia wars). The HLCBs
are thus delegitimized or undermined by LEAs, and individual organiza-
tional actions again predominate.

Cosa Nostra HLCBs have been dismantled twice. In 1963, the Pa-
lermo Provincial Commission was dismantled as a result of law enforce-
ment efforts during the first mafia war (1962–63; OSPA and Stajano
2010). In 1995–96 the regional level and in some places the provincial
level were abolished due to severe law enforcement measures and con-
trasting strategies within the Cupola. More recently, the organization fea-
tures families and mandamenti, with no evidence of provincial (except-
ing perhaps Trapani) or regional levels (DIA 2017; DNA 2017). The
Cosa Nostra may also suffer from increasing internal conflict. When
leadership in clan-based federation orders is weakened, attempts to seize
power proliferate.

B. Strategy: From Visible to Invisible
Italian mafias are adaptive and flexible organizations (Nelson andWin-

ter 1982). It is necessary to distinguish between planned strategy and emerg-
ing strategy. Planned strategy is possible in mafia organizations equipped
with HLCBs (the Cosa Nostra, a large part of the ‘Ndrangheta, and some
Camorra cartels). Emerging strategy characterizes mafias without HLCBs
(most of the Camorra clans).

TheCosaNostra for a time adopted a strategy of frontal confrontation
with the state. Then, however, following the state response after 1992
and massive arrests at all levels, a radical change was made that encour-
aged the “camouflage and submersion” promoted by the boss Bernardo
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Provenzano54 (1995–2006). This entailed taking the organization out of
public sight and discussion. This was more a process of adaptation rather
than development of a deliberate strategy. The Cosa Nostra’s common
fund for prisoners was reactivated, sustained by a tax on the income of
the entire organization. There was a change in relationship with the
pentiti. TotòRiina issued death threats to the twentieth degree of kinship
of the cooperating witness, including 6-year-old children. The subse-
quent approach, invoking the parable of the “prodigal son,” aimed to re-
turn the informant back to the fold by use of economic incentives and
reminders of a sense of belonging to the mafia community. The goal
was for the witness to withdraw statements given to the magistrates.

As a result of the new strategy, high-profile murders greatly decreased.
In the decade 1983–92, the Cosa Nostra killed 40 high-profile figures,
the ‘Ndrangheta 16, and the Camorra 15. In 1993–2002, there was a
drastic reduction of 75 percent for each mafia: the Cosa Nostra, 10;
the ‘Ndrangheta, 4; and the Camorra, 4.

Integration with the business and professional worlds resumed.
Michele Zagaria, boss of the Casalesi cartel (Campania), in the so-called
“Zagaria theorem” (DNA 2017), observed that clan entry into the local
economy should be as invisible as possible, thereby minimizing percep-
tion of problems of public order. One of today’s most important Cosa
Nostra bosses, Matteo Messina Denaro, supports this approach, encour-
aging a reduction in conflict, the development of business outside Sicily,
and reductions in oppressive relationships and extortion.

If business relations are based on common interests between the mafia
and white collar workers, violence becomes less necessary, even if re-
maining latent as a guarantee for criminal agreements.55 For mafias, vio-
lence represents a means, not an end, the “second best solution” to resort
to when collusion and threats fail (Gambetta 1993). The combination of
constraints and opportunities, present above all in nontraditional areas,
54 Report from the Palermo Squadra Mobile (Flying squad) in 2006, Operazione Gotha,
April 21; DDA Palermo (Direzione Distrettuale Antimafia, Palermo Anti-mafia District Di-
rectorate) 2008.

55 It should be emphasized that corruption has always been one of the mafia’s methods
of action. Although mafia and corruption are industries that deal with different assets, re-
spectively private protection and property rights on political revenues (Gambetta 1993;
Della Porta and Vannucci 2012; Vannucci 2012), often the two industries overlap. Given
that it is difficult to measure corruption, especially given the presence of a high dark figure,
it is not clear whether the corrupting phenomena are really increasing quantitatively, or
becoming more evident due to greater media and judicial attention.
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is a disincentive to the use of violence (Catino 2018, 2019; Moro and
Sberna 2018). When it is employed, it more often involves damage to
goods and productive instruments than to people, as is shown by the de-
cline in mafia-style killings (fig. 16).

The decrease in the number of homicides is particularly marked in the
Cosa Nostra, down by 50 percent in 1983–2002 and a further 77 percent
in 2003–12. Over the same periods, the figures are 53 percent and
31 percent for the ‘Ndrangheta and 34 percent and 35 percent for the
Camorra. Figures for 2013–18 confirm this trend and highlight the dif-
ferences between the mafias, with the Camorra killing about three times
more people than the ‘Ndrangheta and Cosa Nostra combined. Given
its structure, some Camorra clans seem unable to deal with internal con-
flict in a nonviolent manner. Most of its murders are committed to con-
trol the drug-dealing areas of clans operating in the city and province of
Naples. Competition over these important sites and maintenance of
control favor a high level of conflict. The situation is exacerbated by
the young age of the members of these metropolitan clans and the lack
of strategic leadership.

Violence nonetheless remains in the background. The reduction in
killings does not indicate that mafias are less present or less powerful,
but that, in this period, violence presents more disadvantages than advan-
tages. There thus emerges a form of organizational learning based on the
consequences of excessive use of violence in 1992–93 and on benefits from
the shift to collusion and corruption. Several investigations show the “the
regression of the action-centered element—to be understood as activity clas-
sified according to the typical categories ofmafia phenomenon: homicides,
acts of violence, etc.—in favor of the business-centered element” (Tribunale
di Bologna 2015, p. 191).

Some Italian magistrates and jurists, referring particularly to the ex-
pansion of the ‘Ndrangheta in new territories, describe this behavior
as “silent mafia.” According to the Court of Cassation56 this expression
describes criminals employing mafia methods but without resorting to
conspicuous forms such as homicide and massacre. Intimidation derives
from hints, whispers, and the implication that it is vain to resist. The
Italian mafias, given their past behavior and reputations, do not need
to resort to violence. It has become superfluous and has negative effects.
56 Cassazione penale, May 18, 2017. Also see Sparagna (2015) and Visconti (2015).
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Today’s mafias prefer to resort to corruption and collusion. Some schol-
ars believe that mafias (and Cosa Nostra in particular) have lost their ca-
pacity to exert credible threats of violence, and widespread corruption is
not a valid substitute for it.

In reality, common interests attract entrepreneurs and white-collar
workers, as I discuss below. Collusion and corruption are widespread.
In 2015–16, 200 cases of corruption involving mafias were prosecuted in
Italy. There were 260 cases of mafia-related bid tampering.

Other changes concern secrecy and compartmentalization.Mafia orga-
nizations have enhanced their security systems, resorting to secret affil-
iations so that members do not always know their affiliates. Activities
are highly compartmentalized so that no one has entire knowledge of a
process. To make communications safer and more secret, particularly in
the Cosa Nostra, epistolary means are employed, with several intermedi-
ate steps so that the final recipient is not known except in the very last
stage. Information to be circulated within prisons is reduced. Particularly
risky activities are often “outsourced” to nonmembers.

Cosa Nostra has been weakened, diminished, and fragmented. There
have been a few attempts to rebuild the HLCBs, but they were unsuc-
cessful. In sum, Cosa Nostra is down but not out. One option for over-
coming the current crises would be to resume drug trafficking, by re-
establishing its relationship with American Cosa Nostra families.57 This
was attempted in 2002–3 but failed (Tribunale di Palermo, Operation
Old Bridge 2008; Varese 2017a).58 The American Cosa Nostra, recogniz-
ing the weakness of the SicilianCosaNostra, has in recent years preferred
the ‘Ndrangheta as a business partner (Operations New Bridge, Colum-
bus I and II in both Italy and New York City; Tribunale di Reggio
Calabria 2014, 2015a, 2015b).

C. The External Network: Entrepreneurs, Politicians,
and White-Collar Workers
To understand the functioning of a company, analysis of a complex or-

ganization cannot be limited only to the interna corporis, the area within
57 For instance, through the Inzerillo family, which fled Sicily and is now based in the
United States.

58 See also Tribunale of Palermo Grande Mandamento (2005) and Gotha (2008)
operations.
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its formal organizational boundaries. Broader networks need to be an-
alyzed. Allocation of resources is mainly achieved through networks of
organizations and individuals engaged in mutually cooperative actions.
This is also true for criminal enterprises.

The strength of the mafia organizations depends not only on internal
elements such as the quality of human resources, but above all on those
outside who collaborate. They are not only clients or victims—though,
of course, in many cases obviously they are. Their roles are increasingly
more active, entrepreneurial, and creative. It is therefore essential to an-
alyze mafia networks of entrepreneurs, white-collar workers, politicians,
law enforcement officers, and members of public agencies without which
mafia activities would be severely limited.

These figures constitute the social capital (Coleman 1988, 1990) of
the criminal associations, in the sense of an “investment in social rela-
tions with expected returns in the marketplace” (Lin 2001, p. 19). Exter-
nal actors make their skills, relationship networks, and decision-making
power available to mafias in exchange for economic interests. They are
increasingly attracted by opportunities arising from collaboration with
mafias, which are sometimes pragmatically considered as an element of
the ecosystem, as extralegal service agencies that provide business oppor-
tunities. In turn, the mafias require outside expertise to develop business
in the legal world, making use of external social capital to compensate for
lacks in internal human capital.59

Exchange with the world of politics has always characterized mafias in
Italy. The mafia has offered or, in some cases, sold votes. Each local Ma-
fia family can count on several dozen votes, which can have important
consequences in elections, especially at a local level. Sometimes mafias
have elected members of their own organization. Mafias have benefited
from tenders and other business opportunities at local and national levels,
and been tolerated, particularly during particular periods and at least until
the beginning of the 1980s.

Giulio Andreotti, a seven-time prime minister of Italy, was found
guilty by the Court of Cassation of having favored Cosa Nostra interests
until 1980, but the prosecution failed due to the expiration of the statute
59 Eighty-two percent of those convicted in Italy for crimes linked to mafia methods
from 1982 to 2017, whose education level is known (n p 13,882), had between 5 and
8 years of formal education (Savona et al. 2018).
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of limitations.MarcelloDell’Utri, a cofounder of Forza Italia, the center-
right party led by Silvio Berlusconi, which formed several governments
over many years from 1994 to 2013, was sentenced to 7 years in prison
for association with Cosa Nostra.

Several ministers and vice ministers have been considered close to ma-
fia organizations and, in some cases, convicted for this. In April 2018 the
Court of Palermo identified members of the Carabinieri and politicians
(including Forza Italia’s cofounder), and top level members of the Cosa
Nostra who engaged in state-mafia “negotiations” between 1992 and
1994. The aimwas to end the “massacre season” inaugurated by the Cosa
Nostra with the Capaci attack in 1992, following the outcome of the
maxi-trial that affected many of its members.60 Relations today between
the mafias and the central government’s agents seem different from the
recent past. There are, in contrast, still many cases of collusion at a local
level among mafias, politicians, entrepreneurs, and white-collar workers
in the south and in central-northern regions.

Beginning in the 1970s, the ‘Ndrangheta created the Santa, an elite
level of the organization dedicated to relationships with particular poli-
ticians, freemasons, entrepreneurs, members of the secret services, and
others in roles relevant to the organization’s interests. It is a private
structure of command, with specific rites and oaths, whose existence
has been kept hidden from most of the affiliates, even those of a high
rank (DNA 2017).61 It is the main operational tool for business develop-
ment with entrepreneurs and politicians.

Magistrates have pointed out that the Santa was set up to define the
strategic choices of the ‘Ndrangheta, in particular the mandamento of
the city of Reggio, in identifying economic sectors in which to invest,
sectors of public administration in which to maintain stable relation-
ships, territories in which public works should be carried out, and, con-
sequently, the municipalities that would manage relevant contracts.
Above all, it would indicate politicians to whom votes would be chan-
neled at municipal and parliamentary levels, both national and European
60 Tribunale di Palermo, Corte d’appello (2018). This is a judgment of first instance,
subject to appeal. The offense is a crime of violence or threat to a political body of the state.
There have been many opinions and arguments against this ruling.

61 With regard to the Santa, see Tribunale di Reggio Calabria (2001). For relations be-
tween mafias and masonry, see CPA (2017).
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(DNA 2017).62 The case of Mafia Capitale highlights the close coopera-
tion between criminal organization and corrupt public and private actors.
It is the local level that today arouses the greatest interest in relations be-
tween mafias and politics.

Recent research shows that outsiders can connectmafia organizations to
actors in the legal world, acting as knowledge brokers, and, acting as
knowledge providers, make their expertise available to facilitate complex
operations necessary for illicit activities (Catino 2018). Analyses of the
roles of 60 outsiders reveal their roles in solving organizational problems
that are typical of both legal and criminal enterprises.63 As knowledge
brokers, they reduce information asymmetry by putting themafia in touch
with entrepreneurs, public officials, and others (such as those who grant
preferential access to public tenders) who are seen as “approachable”—
in other words, corruptible. They identify potential clients, business part-
ners, front people for phantom companies, individuals seeking credit,
or law enforcement personnel who can provide warnings about investi-
gations. They can guarantee communication between the members of
the mafia organization itself (e.g., when some are in prison). As knowl-
edge providers, white-collar workers make their highly specialized skills
available to serve a mafia’s economic and entrepreneurial interests in a
continuous process of creating criminal opportunities. This allows the
mafia to recycle, manage, and reinvest illicit capital in the financial, bank-
ing, corporate, and real estate sectors—fundamental activities for the
criminal enterprise, but ones that would be impossible to carry out with-
out active collaboration of white-collar workers.

These relationships between mafias and outsiders demonstrate an evo-
lution of relationships and blur lines between views of entrepreneurs as
being either victims or colluders. Many instead are vital business part-
ners of the mafia organization.64 Increasingly frequently, the professionals
and entrepreneurs seek out a relationship with the mafia. Exchanges can
62 Its role has been analyzed in the Fata Morgana, Reghion, and Mammasantissima in-
vestigations (three investigations of the Tribunale di Reggio Calabria in 2016)

63 The analysis is based on 40 investigations into mafia groups carried out from 2008 to
2017 in northern Italy (Lombardy mainly, Piedmont, Emilia Romagna, Veneto, Liguria)
and is accompanied by semistructured interviews with privileged witnesses, such as
magistrates and experts from LEAs involved in the investigation (Catino 2018).

64 The entrepreneur as victim gives in to duress, suffering unjust damage due to intimi-
dation; the entrepreneur as colluder establishes a symbiotic relationship with the organiza-
tion and gains advantages (Corte Suprema di Cassazione Penale 2015; Turone 2015).
For a detailed description of such figures, see Sciarrone (2009).
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continue over time and be mutually beneficial. The relationship is aimed
at developing business that is redefined over time based on changing cir-
cumstances. Professionals from the legal world provide ideational, crea-
tive, and entrepreneurial contributions.

Several judicial investigations examined in recent studies show that
professionals, attracted by earnings and economic opportunities, seek
out mafia relationships in legal markets to obtain their “protection” and
extralegal services (Moro and Catino 2016; Catino 2018). Some emblem-
atic examples emerge from “Operation Aemilia,” the largest anti-mafia
operation in Emilia Romagna (Tribunale di Bologna 2015). The investi-
gation showed that the ‘Ndrangheta did not have to threaten entrepre-
neurs in order to enter markets, but responded to preexisting needs for
false invoicing and illicit earnings. They proved to be capable and reliable
service providers.

In other words, politicians, entrepreneurs, and white-collar workers
have realized that mafia collaborations can be useful. Given this, no
threats are needed. Violence emerges later, though not always, when
things go wrong. One example is banking and financial consultant Ro-
berta Tattini, who provided professional advice to the ‘Ndrangheta
group headed by Nicolino Grandi Aracri, introducing clan members to
other financial operators and identifying new business opportunities.
Aware of the identity of her client, even boasting about his criminal
qualifications in a phone call to her father, Tattini believed that the col-
laboration, and the more than 100 companies in the boss’s hands, would
increase her own economic and professional opportunities.

Another example emerges from “Operation Giotto” (Tribunale di
Milano 2016), involving criminal associations aimed at tax evasion and
other tax offenses for the benefit of the Cosa Nostra’s Laudani clan.
Ghost companies produced false invoices and provided compliant front
men. Cash was obtained to be used to bribe figures from public admin-
istrations and private companies, thus obtaining lucrative contracts for
the benefit of the companies the clan controlled. The system could not
have worked without the assistance of knowledge brokers and knowledge
providers. Brokers bridged the information asymmetry between the mafia
clan in Sicily and the individuals to be bribed in Lombardy and Piedmont.
An ex-trade unionist put his network of relationships and knowledge at the
mafia clan’s disposal. Accountants invented fictitious companies that han-
dled legal and tax matters, something the mafia could not do due to their
lack of specialized knowledge.
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Cases such as these show how outsiders can shape and adapt mafia ac-
tivity, rather than the other way around. In order to understand how
mafias operate in nontraditional areas, and other areas as well, it is essen-
tial to understand the behavior of complicit outsiders. Knowledge pro-
viders and brokers enable the mafia organization to do things it other-
wise could not, providing capacities more significant in some cases than
those of mafia members. As Europol recommends, “Straw men and pro-
fessionals aiding and abetting must be considered as affiliates to the Clan
or Family they knowingly help” (2013, p. 18). They augment the mafia
organization’s capabilities and ensure that processes that would other-
wise occur slowly and with difficulty are carried out relatively quickly and
easily. Collaborators of this kind should be a focus of future research
and debate since, without them, the presumed omnipotence of mafia
organizations would come into question.
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Letizia Paoli

What Makes Mafias
Different?
A B S T R A CT

Organized crime, a fuzzy concept, has been defined in many different,
sometimes contradictory ways. Five sets of mafia organizations have for
decades been considered the core of organized crime: the American Cosa
Nostra, the Italian Cosa Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta, Chinese triads, and
Japanese yakuza. These organizations—mafias for short—share seven
typifying characteristics: longevity and thus premodern roots and, with
rare exceptions, male-only membership; large size; a formalized and
complex internal structure; an elaborate cultural apparatus meant to
generate lifelong commitment, new identity, and fictive kinship ties;
multifunctionality; the goal of political dominion and capacity to provide
governance services; and long-standing popular legitimacy and power-sharing
with local state authorities. The first and the last characteristics point to reasons
for the mafias’ consolidation and persistence: except for the American Cosa
Nostra, all emerged in contexts of state weakness or absence and benefited
from willingness of state representatives to acknowledge their power. Reduced
willingness of state authorities and communities to accept mafias’ power,
coupled with premodern features of their structure and culture, explain a
further common trait: with the partial exception of the ‘Ndrangheta, all have
experienced considerable decline in recent decades.

At least since Joe Valachi’s televised hearings before the Permanent Sub-
committee on Investigations of the US Senate in 1963, the Italian Amer-
ican Cosa Nostra has been prominent in public imagination, seen as the
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embodiment of organized crime. This viewwas popularized by the release
of the first Godfather film in 1972 and has been reinforced by the lasting
success of theGodfather trilogy and production ofmore than 450 films fea-
turing Italian American mafiosi since 1972 (Santopietro 2012; Italic Insti-
tute of America 2015).1 Southern Italian mafia organizations, particularly
the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, took on this mythic status.

The Chinese triads and Japanese yakuza are often put on a par with the
Italian and American mafias (e.g., von Lampe 2008). They share many
characteristics, justifying placing them all in a common category, even
if the triads and yakuza are older and larger. Triads and yakuza consist
of consortia, or associations, of basic units, or groups, rather than a sin-
gle consortium like the two Cosa Nostras and the Italian ‘Ndrangheta.
Much like the Italian mafias, triads and yakuza have inspired hundreds
of movies, also catching the public imagination in their countries (e.g.,
Schilling 2003).

The American and Sicilian Cosa Nostra, the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta,
the Chinese triads, and the Japanese yakuza have since the 1980s been
regarded as iconic criminal organizations, as exemplary of organized
crime, no matter how organized crime is defined. I collectively call them
mafia organizations or, for short, mafias, and in this essay summarize
what is known about them. With an approach strongly influenced by
the sociology of Max Weber (e.g., [1921] 1978), I provide a comparative
analysis of these organizations in order to identify their common, typi-
fying characteristics (and minor differences), and the reasons for their
consolidation and recent decline.

Seven shared traits characterize the five mafias. Four concern the
organizations; three relate to their interactions with their environments.
First, mafias are long-standing. Second, they are large consortia. Third,
all have ruling bodies and, fourth, an elaborate cultural apparatus. Be-
cause of their premodern origins and criminalization they have, fifth,
not taken part in the functional differentiation typical of modernity.
They are inherently multifunctional and not exclusively interested in
profit maximization. Sixth, they have claimed and long exercised political
1 As late as 2016, US President Barack Obama described the first two Godfather films as
his favorite movies (Shamsian 2016). Several quotes from the Godfather—including “I’ll
make him an offer he can’t refuse,” “keep your friends close, but your enemies closer,”
and “going to the mattresses”—have entered into American parlance.
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dominion in their home territories, providing governance services and
competing with local governments. Seventh, they long enjoyed substan-
tial popular legitimacy and often entered into effective, sometimes offi-
cial, power-sharing arrangements with local governments.

This is an alternative, novel way to deal with the apparently intractable
ambiguity of the term “organized crime.” The seven typifying charac-
teristics can be used as benchmarks to assess other organized crime ac-
tors. Peter Reuter and I have done this in another essay (Reuter and Paoli
2020), in which we analyze contemporary criminal organizations in Latin
America and compare them with the five mafias.

This characterization of the five mafias combines the main insights of
evolving academic debates since the 1960s. Studies in Sicily in the 1960s
identified mafiosi’s functions in their local societies and the cultural codes
they relied on to justify their power (Hess 1973; Blok 1975; Schneider
and Schneider 1976). These studies, however, usually denied the exis-
tence of mafia organizations, as did some scholars in the US until the 1970s
(e.g., Albini 1971). After testimonies of mafia turncoats and criminal
investigations irrefutably proved the existence of the US and Sicilian
Cosa Nostras and the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta, researchers in the United
States, Italy, and elsewhere focused onmafias’ criminal activities, concep-
tualizing them as profit-maximizing criminal enterprises (e.g., Arlacchi
1988). Gambetta’s seminal 1992 book shifted the focus to the Sicilian
mafia’s provision of governance services. This perspective was applied
to other mafias and led to recognition of mafias’ political power (Varese
2001; Hill 2003). Historical research in Italy and elsewhere documented
the many functions performed by mafias and their members and their
adaptability to changing political regimes (Murray 1994; Ownby 1996;
Lupo 2009). More sociological studies analyzed and emphasized mafias’
cultural apparatus and organizational structures, their accomplishment of
multiple functions, and their internal and external legitimation (Paoli
2003; Santoro 2007).

This essay is organized as follows. Section I reviews the main concepts
used in this field and explains how I use them here. Section II briefly con-
siders other criminal organizations in addition to the mafias and fleshes
out the mafias’ seven typifying characteristics. Sections III to X discuss
each trait in more detail. A table at the end of each of those seven sections
summarizes the key data for each characteristic and organization. Section XI
considers mafias’ common decline. The final section recapitulates the main
findings and discusses policy implications.
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I. Key Concepts
The concept of organized crime has had a winding history, with many
partly contradictory meanings attached to it since the expression began
to be used in the United States at the turn of the twentieth century (see,
e.g., Varese 2010; for a list of definitions, see von Lampe 2019). Mafia is
a word of uncertain origin that was first used in Italy after the country’s
unification in 1861 (Gambetta 1992) and that has been given very differ-
ent meanings. In this section, I briefly summarize the academic and pol-
icy debate on each term, explain the approach adopted here, and provide
my definition of criminal organization.

A. Organized Crime and Criminal Organization
Understanding of organized crime has shifted back and forth since the

1920s between two competing notions: a set of large, long-lasting, well-
structured criminal organizations whose members systematically engage
in crime, taking advantage of that structure; and a set of criminal activities
requiring coordination, and particularly the provision of illegal goods and
services, mostly carried out for monetary gain (Paoli and van der Beken
2014). This dichotomy was singled out by Smith (1991) as “who” (crim-
inal actors) and “what” (criminal activities). More recently, Hagan (2006,
p. 134) proposed a distinction between “Organized Crime” (capitalized)
to refer to criminal organizations and “organized crime” to refer to crim-
inal activities that require a degree of organization (Papachristos and
Zhao 2015; von Lampe 2016).

The Italian American Cosa Nostra was long considered the archetype
of the “who” notion of organized crime. For Peter Reuter, for example,
organized crime consists of “organizations that have durability, hierar-
chy, and involvement in a multiplicity of criminal activities. . . . The Ma-
fia provides the most enduring and significant form of organized crime”
(1983, p. 175; Jacobs 2020).

Largely based on findings of US congressional committees (US Senate
1951, 1957, 1963, 1988) and other public bodies (e.g., Task Force on Or-
ganized Crime 1967), the mafia-centered conception was from the late
1960s onward rejected by many, if not most, North American academics
(e.g., Hawkins 1969). To avoid the ethnically loaded term “organized
crime,” some proposed the term “illegal enterprise” (e.g., Smith 1975;
Haller 1990). The terms illegal enterprise and organized crime ended up
being used interchangeably, creating confusion in both academic and
policy debates (Yeager 2012).
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For some scholars, the identification of organized crime with “what,”
the provision of illegal goods and services, is complete. Van Duyne, for
example, asks: “What is organized crime without organizing some kind
of criminal trade; without selling and buying of forbidden goods and
services in an organizational context? The answer is simply nothing”
(1997, p. 203). Other scholars (e.g., Edwards and Levi 2008) and most of-
ficial reports on organized crime (e.g., by theGermanBundeskriminalamt
or Federal Police Office, BKA 2018) include both some forms of “illegal
transfers” and predatory crimes, such as robberies, extortions, embezzle-
ment, and frauds, sometimes depending on the size and durability of the
group involved. Unlike the provision of illegal goods and services, these
transfers do not create value; they shift it from one person to another.

This loose understanding of organized crime in terms of profit-making
criminal activity has allowed organized crime to become a useful policy
term even in European countries that have no significant mafia problems.
It inspires the statutory and bureaucratic definitions of organized crime
used by law enforcement agencies in most European countries except
Italy. The definition adopted by the UK Serious and Organized Crime
Agency in 2012, for example, is broad and loose, has a clear focus on
profit-making crimes, and contains no organizational requirements:
“Organised crime is defined as those involved, normally working with
others, in continuing serious criminal activities for substantial profit,
whether based in the UK or elsewhere” (SOCA 2012).2

Reconciliation of the “who” and the “what” conceptions of organized
crime has been achieved by watering down the notion of “who.” The
term now encompasses, in addition to genuine criminal organizations,
a variety of other actors, more or less loosely organized, and in some cases
even individuals. This approach is visible in the most recent, high-level
US policy documents on the topic, the Law Enforcement Strategy to Com-
bat International Organized Crime (US Department of Justice 2008) and
the Strategy to Combat Transnational Organized Crime (White House
2011). Organized crime is initially described in both as a set of criminal
organizations primarily interested in committing crimes for gain: “Or-
ganized crime refers to those self-perpetuating associations of individuals
2 The UK government has shifted to an even broader conceptualization of serious and
organized crime: “individuals planning, coordinating and committing serious offenses,
whether individually, in groups and/or as part of transnational networks” (Home Office
2018, p. 11).
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who operate internationally for the purpose of obtaining power, influ-
ence, monetary and/or commercial gains, wholly or in part by illegal
means, while protecting their activities through a pattern of corruption
and/or violence” (US Department of Justice 2008, p. 2; see also White
House 2011). However, in line with most academic research and inter-
national policy developments, US policy makers also endorse a looser
understanding: “There is no single structure under which transnational
criminals operates; they vary from hierarchies to clans, networks, cells,
and may evolve to other structures” (US Department of Justice 2008,
p. 2). Moreover, as in other policy contexts, the initial focus on criminal
groups gives way to a listing of illegal market activities, under the
assumption that transnational organized crime is responsible for them
(White House 2011).

The watering down of the “who” has been reinforced by adoption of
the offense of “criminal organization” as an anchor for the definition of
organized crime within the European Union (e.g., Europol 2013a). In
EU criminal law and, thus, in the criminal laws of all EU member states,
a criminal organization is committed whenever more than two people
cooperate over time in commission of serious criminal offenses (Council
of the European Union 2008). This definition might serve useful pur-
poses within criminal law. Its breadth, though, has been said to hamper
development of EU criminal justice policy (e.g., Calderoni 2010) and
makes it unsuitable for use as an analytic device.

The 2000 UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime,
the most important international instrument, has also adopted “a mini-
mum common denominator” definition of organized crime, with no
strict criteria concerning numbers of members or group structure (Paoli
2002a, p. 208). Article 2, paragraph (a) provides: “‘Organized criminal
group’ shall mean a structured group of three or more persons, existing
for a period of time and acting in concert with the aim of committing one
or more serious crimes or offenses established in accordance with this
Convention, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly a financial or other
material benefit” (UNGA 2000, p. 25). Thus, investigative methods and
other statutory measures included in the convention and adopted by the
parties can be applied to cliques, gangs, and networks that are far re-
moved from the images of mafia that dominate media and political dis-
course (Levi 2012, p. 597).

Given the fuzziness of the concept and the increasing focus on profit-
making, several scholars (e.g., Naylor 2003; Edwards and Levi 2008)
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have suggested getting rid of the term “organized crime” altogether and
focusing on the organization of crime for gain.

In this essay, I adopt the first part of that advice but not the second and
focus on the criminal organizations that have traditionally been at the
core of organized crime. My definition of “organization” is more restric-
tive than the legal ones and draws from the classical definition of orga-
nization given by Max Weber ([1921] 1978, p. 48): “a social relationship
which is either closed or limits the admission of outsiders [and whose]
regulations are enforced by specific individuals: a chief and, possibly,
an administrative staff, which normally also has representative powers.”
Similar definitions are standard in organization studies (see, e.g., Tol-
bert andHall 2009). Criminal organizations are seen as social entities that
are relatively large, long-lasting, distinguish members from nonmem-
bers, have an internal structure, with their own ruling bodies and subcul-
ture, and are either criminal per se or directly, or indirectly through their
members, routinely engage in profit-making and other criminal activities.
I focus exclusively on what Jacobs (2020) calls “organized crime orga-
nizations,” that is, criminal organizations that emphasize the achievement
of members’ financial and material benefits over other aims.3

The five sets of entities I focus on, with the partial exception of the
yakuza, are undoubtedly criminal organizations by contemporary stand-
ards. Nonetheless, I seldom use the adjective “criminal” in this essay
while discussing their histories because four of the five (the American
Cosa Nostra is the exception) were neither substantively nor formally
criminalized for a considerable portion of their existence. Referring to
them as criminal organizations would obscure that reality.

B. Mafia
The term “mafia” also has ambiguities. It was long used to signify a

cultural attitude and form of power that spread in parts of Sicily and
Calabria in the second half of the nineteenth century during the transi-
tion from feudalism to modernity. This “culturalist” view denied the ex-
istence of mafia organizations (Hess 1973; Blok 1975). Beginning in the
mid-1980s, when judicial investigations began to provide clear, solid
proof of their existence, “mafia”was conceptualized as an illicit enterprise,
3 “Organized crime organization” is a more precise term than “criminal organization,”
but I seldom use it. It rings awkwardly to the ear and has seldom been used other than by
Jacobs.
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and its economic activities became the focus of academic analyses (e.g.,
Arlacchi 1988; Santino and La Fiura 1990; Catanzaro 1992).

With the publication of Diego Gambetta’s The Sicilian Mafia in 1992,
another functionalist interpretation of “mafia” became dominant. In his
view, the Sicilian mafia is “a specific economic enterprise, an industry
which produces, promotes, and sells private protection” (1992, p. 1). This
conceptualization emphasizes an important function historically per-
formed by Sicilian mafia groups but neglects many other activities in
which they and their members historically engaged (e.g., Nelken 1995).
This conceptualization has been applied to other criminal organizations
and groups in Italy and elsewhere (Varese 2001; Hill 2003), but it ob-
scures the inherently political nature of mafia organizations (Santoro
2007). It also almost paradoxically implies that a group can or cannot be
labeled as mafia depending on the geographical (e.g., Campana 2011)
or historical context (e.g.,Hill 2003) inwhich it operates and thus whether
it is able to sell protection services.

For these reasons, I eschew a strict functionalist interpretation of
mafia. I start from historical entities that over time have been considered
exemplary of organized crime. I characterize them as a specific set of
organizations—that is, mafia organizations—and rely on a conceptual
framework inspired by Weber’s work to identify their typifying char-
acteristics. For the sake of simplicity, if not historical precision, I call
them all “mafias.” This term is used by several scholars (e.g., Varese
2011) and has become a policy category not only in Italy4 but elsewhere,
including China.5
II. Mafias versus Other Criminal Organizations
Mafias are, of course, not the only criminal organizations, even if we ex-
clude those that systematically use terrorist methods and usually aim at
political change.6 In this section I briefly discuss the other main “orga-
nized crime organizations,” justify my choice to focus only on the five
mafias, and identify their typifying characteristics.
4 The offense of associazione a delinquere di tipo mafioso (mafia-type criminal organization)
was added in 1982 to the Italian penal code (Article 416bis), bringing the sociological con-
cept of mafia into the criminal code (Turone 2008; Calderoni 2010).

5 Since 2002 the Chinese government has designated the best organized, most stable,
and most dangerous criminal groups as “mafia-like gangs” (Chin 2014, pp. 221–22).

6 See Schmid (2004) for an excellent summary of the debate on the definition of terrorism.
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A. Focusing on Five Mafias
The main other criminal organizations are the post-Soviet vory-v-

zakone (i.e., thieves-with-a-code-of-honor; Varese 2001, pp. 125–44),
drug trafficking organizations or “cartels” in Colombia and Mexico
(Thoumi 2014; Atuesta and Pérez-Dávila 2018), and (prison) gangs and
other criminal organizations in several South and Central American
countries. The last group includes the US–Central American Mara Sal-
vatrucha orMS-13 and Barrio 18 (Cruz 2010), and the Brazilian Primeiro
Comando da Capital (First Command of the Capital, also known as PCC,
its Portuguese acronym) and Comando Vermelho (Portuguese for Red
Command; Lessing 2018). Some of these organizations—particularly
the Colombian and Central American ones—have attracted much public
and media attention in recent times7 and are responsible for much more
violence than the mafias are.8 Reuter and Paoli (2020) analyze some of
these criminal organizations.

Reuter and Paoli also discuss “candidate” criminal organizations, in-
cluding theNeapolitan camorra, motorcycle gangs (von Lampe and Blok-
land 2020), and several terrorist, paramilitary, and military organizations
that have progressively focused onprofit-making rather than their original
political aims.

The Neapolitan camorra is often considered to be a criminal organi-
zation and a mafia (Saviano 2008; Allum 2016; Catino 2019, 2020). I ex-
clude it because judicial investigations and academic studies have shown
that the many criminal groups operating in and around Naples do not
constitute a unitary criminal organization (e.g., Sales 1993). This is ac-
knowledged even by scholars who consider the camorra to be a mafia or-
ganization. Catino, for example, writes: “The Camorra today is a popu-
lation of criminal organizations (clans) in competition/conflict. . . . . In
contrast with the SicilianCosaNostra and the ‘Ndrangheta, theCamorra
is not a unified organization and no single higher-level body of coordina-
tion exists (such as the family or group of families) able to coordinate the
entire criminal system” (2019, p. 156).
7 More than 15 movies have been dedicated to Pablo Escobar, the former leader of the
Medellin cartel (IMDb 2020).

8 Central American countries—in particular, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, and
Mexico—have among the highest homicide rates in the world. Violence there is due to
a multiplicity of factors but is strongly influenced by the presence of organized crime
groups and gangs (UNODC 2019).
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A criminal organization called camorra was active in the prisons and
city of Naples during the nineteenth century (Behan 1996); some con-
temporary camorra groups draw inspirations from its rituals and sym-
bols. Unlike the Cosa Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta, though, no continuity
can be established between the nineteenth-century camorra and the con-
temporary crime groups. As Sales (2001, p. 468) put it, “If camorra means
a criminal organization that ruled over Naples’ popular and plebeian
strata, we can safely say that it started and ended in the nineteenth cen-
tury.” Monzini (1999) takes a similar position.

At least three considerations support a focus on the mafias. First, since
the publication of Peter Reuter’sDisorganized Crime: The Economics of the
Visible Hand (1983), a consensus has emerged among scholars that crim-
inal organizations are the exception not the rule in the vast panorama of
organized crime. Most exchanges in illegal or criminal markets of devel-
oped countries are carried out by criminal enterprises, which are fre-
quently referred to as organized crime but are much smaller and more
ephemeral than mafia or other criminal organizations. This realization
underlies the “illegal enterprise paradigm” that has become mainstream
and is shared by many law enforcement and policy agencies (e.g.,
Europol 2013a).9 Given the rarity of criminal organizations, it is analyt-
ically interesting and policy relevant to understand when, why, and un-
der what conditions they, and especially mafias, have emerged.

Second, the mafias of Italian origin, the Chinese triads, and Japanese
yakuza constitute an archetype or model of organized crime in the public
imagination, and in a considerable part of the policy and academic debates.
Their common characteristics can be used as a standard against which to
assess other criminal organizations. The identification of a benchmark
based on comparative analysis of the iconic mafia organizations may bring
clarity to confused and confusing debates about definitions of organized
crime and provide a basis for classification of organized crime actors.

Third, despite an abundant literature on mafias, especially those of
Italian origin, there have been few attempts to compare them systemat-
ically (Paoli 2002b; Catino 2019, 2020).
9 Unlike scholars, some law enforcement and policy agencies often argue that networks
of criminal enterprises have replaced more hierarchical forms of organizations (e.g.,
Europol 2003). That thesis, though, seems to reflect a shift in the agencies’ interpretative
frames rather than the evolution of organized crime actors.
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B. Seven Typifying Characteristics
I have identified seven typifying characteristics of the five mafias: lon-

gevity; size; formalized, complex structure; cultural apparatus; multi-
functionality; political dominion and governance; and popular legiti-
macy and state toleration.

1. Longevity. They have all existed for at least a century. The Amer-
ican Cosa Nostra is the youngest. No other organized crime organiza-
tion, other than the five mafias I discuss, is as old even as the American
Cosa Nostra except for the vory-v-zakone, whose association consoli-
dated in Soviet prisons and labor camps in the late 1920s, had its heyday
after the implosion of the Soviet Union in 1991, and has since been
much weakened (Varese 2001; Volkov 2014). It is the closest to the
mafias, with which it shares several traits besides longevity. A few con-
temporary criminal organizations, such as the Mexican Sinaloa cartel,
have been in operation for several decades, but none existed before
World War II (Astorga 1999). Most criminal enterprises supplying pro-
hibited goods and services are more ephemeral, existing for a few years
at most. Conversely, many gangs and bandit groups that were active un-
til the early nineteenth century in western Europe—and are especially
well documented in the Benelux countries—have been disbanded. Some
of these groups were fairly formalized and had organizational and func-
tional similarities with mafia organizations, but they were swept away
once governments were able to monopolize the use of violence, regulate
markets, and provide effective protection and mediation services to their
citizens and enterprises (Egmond 2004; Fijnaut 2014).

The five mafias’ longevity implies that they originated in premodern
times when state authorities had not yet monopolized the use of violence
or were, as in the first Chinese settlements in Southeast Asia, utterly ab-
sent (Ownby and Heidhues 1993). Mafias’ premodern roots influence
their structure and culture. They also probably explain why mafias, with
very rare exceptions in the ‘Ndrangheta and triads, recruit only males
into their ranks (Ciconte 1992, pp. 80–85; Chu 2005, p. 6)

2. Size. There is considerable variability in size among the five mafia
organizations, but all have had at least a few thousand members for at
least several decades. The Chinese triads and Japanese yakuza at their
peaks had more than 230,000 and 180,000 members, respectively. Al-
though not all triad members are criminally active, these figures refer
only to members who had been ritually affiliated. Many more people co-
operate with them in looser partnerships to arrange trades and commit
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crimes. Most other, nonmafia, criminal organizations do not use initia-
tion ceremonies or other means to separate members from nonmem-
bers, making it difficult to assess their membership. Even with these
caveats in mind, few criminal organizations have for more than a decade
maintained a large membership comparable to those of the mafias.

The only exceptions are represented by some candidate “criminal”
organizations. Among them are armies gone awry, such as the Chinese
Kuomintang in post–World War II Burma (McCoy 1991), and militias
and terrorist organizations, such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia–People’s Army (known as FARC), which had a military struc-
ture and operated in the context of virtual state absence (Brittain 2010;
Norman 2018). Both the Kuomintang and the FARC deserve to be con-
sidered examples of organized crime, because over time they derived a
growing and eventually preponderant share of their resources from or-
ganization and protection of drug production and trafficking (opium for
the Kuomintang; coca for the FARC).

Outlaw motorcycle gangs also constitute, in my view, candidate crim-
inal organizations. With formalized structures and well-defined recruit-
ment procedures, they are organizations pursuant to my Weberian def-
inition. However, I regard them as candidate rather than full-fledged
criminal organizations because in most countries they are considered le-
gitimate albeit problematic organizations. As von Lampe and Blokland
(2020) report, most motorcycle gangs are registered legal entities, and
some have copyrighted their colors and patches to prevent unauthorized
use. The Hells Angels have gone to court to challenge unauthorized use
of their name and logo. Despite the frequent use of the epithet “outlaw,”
these organizations are not fully criminalized, even if several US public
bodies characterize them as organized crime syndicates (e.g., President’s
Commission 1986b). The US Department of Justice (2014) lists them as
“organizations whose members use their motorcycle clubs as conduits
for criminal enterprises.”Dutch courts were the first to issue nationwide
bans on some whole organizations or “clubs,” including the Bandidos in
2017 and the Hell’s Angels in 2019 (Agence France-Press 2019), and not
only on local branches, known as chapters.

Observers disagree on whether motorcycle gangs should be classified
as criminal organizations. For Barker (2014, pp. 13–14), for example, this
is an empirical question, which has to be answered separately for each
club or chapter depending on their members’ and leaders’ involvement in
criminal activities. The largest motorcycle gangs are larger than the smaller
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mafias. Hells Angels in the early 1980s had an estimated 4,500 members,
and non-US clubs, such as Australia’s Rebels MC and The Netherlands’
Satudarah MC, have become bigger than US clubs in recent decades
(von Lampe and Blokland 2020).

3. Formalized, Complex Structure. The five mafias have formalized
and complex internal structures, creating a clear-cut separation between
members and nonmembers and having ruling bodies within each group
and often also within the consortia. Only the candidate criminal organi-
zations just discussed rival the mafias in formalization and complexity of
their internal structures.

Mafia organizations constitute segmentary societies—consortia com-
posed of several units that recognize each other as part of the same con-
sortium. This organizational model used to be widespread in simple so-
cieties (Smith 1974). It is similar to that of the vory-v-zakone and the
motorcycle gangs, which are also consortia of fairly autonomous units.
Terrorist organizations and militias, such as the FARC, by contrast, tend
to have more bureaucratic, centralized structures (Brittain 2010).

4. Cultural Apparatus. Mafia organizations possess a complex set of
cultural codes, rituals, norms, and sanctions through which they create
a collective identity, justify their existence, and aim to generate a lifelong
commitment, a new identity, and fictive kinship ties among their mem-
bers. There are few parallels among other criminal organizations; vory-
v-zakone and the motorcycle gangs come closest.

To secure members’ lifelong allegiance, mafia organizations impose
status and fraternization contracts upon their members through elabo-
rate initiation ceremonies (Weber [1921] 1978, pp. 671–73). Such con-
tracts were widespread in premodern societies and are quite different
from the employment contracts that are standard in contemporary bu-
reaucracies. Being long-term and nonspecific, status and fraternization
contracts guarantee the group bosses extraordinary flexibility, as mem-
bers in principle cannot disobey orders. However, such contracts can
credibly be imposed only on individuals who have been socialized into
a subculture, thus restricting the pool of potential recruits. The sub-
cultures underpinning the status and fraternization contracts have come
under increasing strain due to the modernization of host societies and
progressive delegitimization of mafia organizations.

5. Multifunctionality. Throughout their existences, mafia organiza-
tions have carried out a variety of functions, aiming at both money and
power, engaging in numerous illegal and legal activities, and allowing
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members considerable autonomy in their money-making activities. Ma-
fias’ multifunctionality is a heritage of their premodern roots: until the
consolidation of modern states, there were no clear-cut boundaries be-
tween force-using and profit-seeking enterprises; mafias have not ex-
perienced functional differentiation because of their progressive crimi-
nalization. Although members are heavily involved in illegal businesses
today, it is reductive to conceive mafias merely as profit-seeking criminal
enterprises. All mafias arose before the consolidation of contemporary il-
legal markets, and, possibly excepting the American Cosa Nostra, profit
maximization is not even today their exclusive, or even their main, aim.

All criminal organizations show some degree of multifunctionality.
Even when they are primarily interested in making money through an
economic activity, such as drug trafficking, as in the case of the Colom-
bian and Mexican drug cartels, they end up exercising at least proto-
political functions (e.g., Weber [1921] 1978, pp. 53–56) to secure the
loyalty of their members, the cooperation and subordination of their
collaborators, and the passivity and silence of the wider communities.
Multifunctionality is reduced to a bare minimum in criminal enterprises
that are continuously set up, and disbanded, to trade in prohibited prod-
ucts in western countries. Some are able to traffic in multiple products at
the same time, but all try to minimize the use of violence to solve con-
flicts and secure their property rights, because violence attracts unde-
sired law enforcement attention (Pearson and Hobbs 2001).

6. Political Dominion and Governance. Mafia organizations distinguish
themselves from criminal enterprises and from many other criminal or-
ganizations through their claim to exercise political dominion in their
home areas (Weber [1921] 1978, p. 54), not only among organization
members and collaborators, and their long-standing ability to deliver
governance services. They are thus inherently political organizations
and can be conceived of as small proto-states that throughout their his-
tory have struggled with varying degrees of success to force their bodies
of rules onto the entire population of their territory and to endow them
with legitimacy. They have never succeeded in neutralizing all rival power
centers (Tilly 1985, 1988).

7. Popular Legitimacy and Power-Sharing Agreements. Mafias have long
enjoyed a considerable degree of popular legitimacy and have entered into
effective, sometimes even official, power-sharing arrangements with lo-
cal state institutions. No other organized crime actors have enjoyed such
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long-standing legitimacy both in the communities within which they op-
erate and with local state authorities.

These seven common characteristics distinguish mafias from other
organized crime organizations, even if some possess some of these char-
acteristics to some degree or even fully. The first four are internal char-
acteristics. The other three are external and concern the organizations’
actions in, and interactions with, their environment. Some other crimi-
nal organizations show similarities with the mafias in their size, internal
structure, or culture. Others have developed similar patterns of interac-
tion with their environments.

Mafias can be conceptualized in terms of their typifying character-
istics. They are organizations consisting of long-standing and large con-
sortia of fairly autonomous but homologous units, which are distinct
from the blood families of their members, have their own ruling bodies,
recognize each other as part of the same consortium, and have some-
times developed higher level coordinating bodies. They rely on an elab-
orate cultural apparatus to secure lifelong allegiance and subordination
from their members and create fictive brotherhoods ties among them.
Throughout their histories they have performed multiple functions
to enhance their members and particularly their bosses’ interests. They
have claimed rights to exercise political dominion in their areas of settle-
ment, long providing effective governance services and, despite their
progressive, formal, and substantive criminalization, their power has
long been recognized by local communities and representatives of state
authorities.

There is an eighth common trait, which is, however, accidental and
not typifying.With the partial exception of the ‘Ndrangheta, all have ex-
perienced a considerable decline in recent decades. This has affected
many, if not most, of their typifying characteristics.
III. Longevity
With the exception of the American Cosa Nostra, which grew out of its
Sicilian counterpart early in the twentieth century, all five mafias have
existed for more than 150 years and have their roots in premodern times.
All existed before local governments established control over a given ter-
ritory and managed to monopolize the use of violence (table 1).
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A. Sicilian and Calabrian Mafias
The Sicilian andCalabrianmafias date back tomiddle of the nineteenth

century (Pezzino 1990; Ciconte 1992; Lupo 1993). The earliest reference
to antecedents in Sicily was in 1838 in a report by the Procuratore
Generale del Re, Pietro Calà Ulloa ([1838] 1961, pp. 233–35):

In many villages, there are unions or fraternities—kinds of sects—
which are called partiti, with no political color or goal, with no
meeting places, and with no other bond but that of dependency on
a chief, who is a landowner in some cases, and in others a priest. A
common fund serves their needs, sometimes to exonerate an official,
sometimes to defend him, sometimes to protect a defendant,
sometimes to charge an innocent. These form many small
governments inside the government.

Many other sources, especially after Italian unification in 1861, docu-
ment the presence of mafia associations in Sicilian towns (Paoli 2003,
pp. 33–36). Although the Calabrian mafia has historically received much
less attention than its Sicilian counterpart, several documents—primarily
judicial statements and police reports from the early twentieth century
but also poems and novels—show the existence in Calabria of well-
structured mafia associations since the late nineteenth century (Ciconte
1992; Gratteri and Nicaso 2010).

In both western Sicily and southern Calabria, the predecessors of con-
temporary mafias developed and consolidated in a power vacuum left
first by the Bourbon monarchy, which dominated southern Italy until
1860, and then by the Italian state. The Bourbons were unable to control
TABLE 1
Mafias’ Longevity
Sicilian
Cosa
Nostra
Calabrian
‘Ndrangheta
American
Cosa Nostra
 Japanese Yakuza
 Chinese Triads
Continuous
existence
since
1860s
Continuous
existence
since
1860s
Founded in
1920s,
offspring
of Sicilian
Cosa
Nostra
Predecessor groups
(bakuto/gamblers
and tekiya/peddlers)
active since 1700s
Predecessor organi-
zation (Tiandihui)
founded around
1760, similar
groups even earlier
SOURCE.—Author’s elaboration drawing on sources cited in text.
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the disintegration of the feudal political and economic systems in the
Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. On paper, the Bourbons, fully restored to
power after the 1815 Vienna Congress, officially completed the transition
from feudal institutions to those typical of an administrative monarchy by
the end of the 1820s. In reality, the changes were much more ambiguous.
New state structures proved to have only a weak territorial grip and to be
largely ineffective in exercising social regulation; the sale of former feudal
property began only after 1860 (Pezzino 1992; Lupo 2009).

For many years after unification in 1861, the new Italian government
fared evenworse. It alienated southern sympathies andwas unable to pen-
etrate large parts of the south or to guarantee public safety. As Leopoldo
Franchetti put it in 1876, late-nineteenth-century western Sicily “was a
society whose orders were all founded on the assumption that no public
authority exists” (1993, p. 14). Franchetti notes that “the abolition of
feudalism, far from decreasing private violence, ended upmaking it more
widespread and ‘democratic.’” This analysis also applies to large parts of
Calabria. Diverse figures in both regions, ranging from landowners
struggling to maintain their quasi-feudal privileges to members of both
the urban bourgeoisie and the lower classes seeking social ascent, re-
sorted to violence to protect their interests. Their advocates set up asso-
ciations and gangs of various types, using violence to promote common
and individual interests. Some of them, and particularly those that suc-
ceeded in consolidating, are direct ancestors of Cosa Nostra and the
‘Ndrangheta.

B. Chinese Triads
The Chinese triads evolved from a variety of organizational forms—

variously known as brotherhood, hui, secret society, and kongsi—devel-
oped by non-elite Chinese in South China and Southeast Asia beginning
in the seventeenth century. The Tiandihui, from which the name triad
derives, is only the most famous of many associations clustered around
the notion of fictive kinship. Tiandihui’s founding around 1760 makes
the contemporary triads the oldest existing organized crime group; how-
ever, not all contemporary triads are directly descended from the Tian-
dihui (Murray 1994).

Tiandihui andmany other brotherhoodsflourished in contexts inwhich
“theConfucian state andConfucian local elite were either weak or absent”
(Ownby 1993, p. 16). In Taiwan and Southeast Asia, then a frontier for
thousands of mainland Chinese, the brotherhoods provided mutual aid
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and protection to young single men who had lost the protection of their
lineage, their village, and the Chinese state. Inmainland South China, po-
litical and economic change produced significant numbers of marginal
youngmenwho also found organization on the basis of fictive kinship use-
ful. Unrest caused by protracted and disruptive transition in the late sev-
enteenth century from the ethnic Chinese Ming to the Manchu Qing dy-
nasty was followed in the eighteenth century by rapid population growth
in a violent region already pressed for arable land (Ownby 1993, 1996).

In some cases, the brotherhoods were in that period little more than
ad hoc survival strategies—some protective, some predatory, some both
(Perry 1980, pp. 1–9). In other instances, most prominently in the case
of the Tiandihui, the associations facilitated cooperation and organiza-
tion on a remarkable scale, providing an organizational model for the
existing triads. This model was replicated many times within Chinese
communities. Both social groups and individuals were for many decades
forced to transform themselves in, or join, a triad in order to obtain pro-
tection from established triads (Chu 2000, p. 18).

C. Japanese Yakuza
The ancestors of the modern yakuza associations, itinerant bands of

Japanese roadside gamblers (known as bakuto) and peddlers (tekiya), have
been active since the early eighteenth century (Kaplan and Dubro 1987).
These associations provided structure, protection, and mutual aid to
nonelite, disenfranchised young men struggling to survive and to ascend
socially while the traditional social order was crumbling at the dawn of
the early modern era.

The tekiya were organized according to feudal status, with ranks still
adopted by the contemporary yakuza. The associations established con-
trol over portable booths at market fairs in temples and shrines. Tekiya
bosses controlled not only their younger members but also the alloca-
tion of stalls and even the availability of certain goods. They collected rent
and protection money and pocketed the difference from the rental pay-
ments required by the shrine or temple. They also restricted widespread
fraudulent practices and negotiated with each other and feudal lords to
prevent or at least limit turf wars.

Bakuto were especially active along Japan’s trade routes, such as the
Tokaido highway that connected Kyoto, the old capital, with Tokyo
and along which nobles and their servants and couriers frequently trav-
eled. Bakuto offered card games and entertainment: the name “yakuza”



What Makes Mafias Different? 159
comes from this tradition and refers to the worst outcome in a card game.
Like the tekiya, the bakuto formed associations based on the principle of
fictive kinship and a set of strict rules and sanctions, including the practice
of cutting the top joints of the little fingers for serious violations. This
became a mark of recognition for the whole yakuza (Iwai 1986).

D. American Cosa Nostra
Only the American mafia or Cosa Nostra is comparatively younger. It

consolidated as a distinct organization in the 1920s in the favorable breed-
ing ground of Prohibition and political urban machines (Nelli 1976; Ja-
cobs 2020). However, precursors can be traced to the late 1800s (Albanese
2014, pp. 1–2). More importantly, the American Cosa Nostra is an off-
shoot of the Sicilian Cosa Nostra and thus also has premodern roots.

E. Male-Only Membership
Probably because of their premodern roots, allfivemafias, with very few

exceptions, admit only males into their ranks (Ciconte 1992, pp. 80–85;
Chu 2005, p. 60). Women have nonetheless played important roles in the
southern Italian and Americanmafias by socializing offspring into the ma-
fia subculture and, through marriage, creating ritual kinship ties between
biological families within mafia groups (Selmini 2020).With the intensifi-
cationof law enforcement pressures since the early 1990s,women in south-
ern Italy have becomemore involved in criminal money-making activities
and maintaining business continuity when their husbands, brothers, and
sons are imprisoned (Fiandaca 2007; Scaglione 2016, p. 64).
IV. Size
All five mafias have at least a few thousand members and are much larger
than other criminal enterprises operating in illegal markets of developed
countries. The difference in size among the five mafias, however, is con-
siderable (table 2). The American Cosa Nostra never had more than
3,000 ritually affiliated (or “made”) members (President’s Commission
on Organized Crime 1986a). Chinese triads in the 1950s counted more
than 300,000 in Hong Kong alone (Morgan 1960). Many Chinese peo-
ple, though, joined triads to receive protection and were not criminally
active. Although no exact figure can be established, the proportion of
Italian American mafia members who did not actively engage in criminal
activities was probably much lower.
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While not all made members are criminally active, made members of-
ten cooperate with nonmembers in their profit-making criminal activi-
ties. The number of these associates varies depending on the organiza-
tion and the period and often cannot be estimated with precision. A
further, even less clear-cut, circle is composed of relatives, friends, and
acquaintances of the made members (Bouchard 2020). As a rule, these
supporters do not directly engage in criminal activities with made mem-
bers but protect the group from external attention and law enforcement
investigations and enhance the group’s social capital and power, espe-
cially at times of elections.

The core memberships of four of the five mafias, the ‘Ndrangheta be-
ing the exception, have shrunken considerably in recent decades. Only
two—the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta and the Chinese triads—ever devel-
oped a strong international network.

A. Consortia
According to very precise statistics of the Japanese police, yakuza groups

had 184,000 members in 5,216 gangs at their peak in 1963. Since then,
there has been a steady decline. Membership stood at approximately
34,500 at the end of 2017 (NPA 2018). Journalistic sources, referring
to official data, report that the decline in real members, not counting as-
sociates, has been steeper, dropping to 18,100 at the end of 2016 (e.g.,
Noboru 2018).

By early 2018, the Japanese police identified 24 boryokudan groups,
which are more properly understood as associations or “syndicates” of
groups (Hill 2004). The Yamaguchi-gumi, the largest, founded in 1915,
is based in the Osaka-Kobe region and had 4,700 members in early
2018. Membership of the next three largest groups ranged between
2,000 and 2,900. Two, the Inagawa-kai and Sumiyoshi-kai, are based
in Tokyo. The third is a splinter of the Yamaguchi-gumi; it separated
in 2015. The primacy of the Yamaguchi-gumi is more marked than po-
lice data suggest, because many bosses of other syndicates, including the
Inagawa-kai, have alliances or brotherhood links with senior Yamaguchi-
gumi members (Hill 2014, p. 236). All other boryokudan are much
smaller. None had more than 560 members, and six had less than a hun-
dred (NPA 2018, pp. 28–29). Many of the smaller syndicates have lost
members. The biggest have become relatively more powerful in recent
decades.
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Membership estimates of theChinese triads are far less precise because
triads are more loosely organized, spread across several countries, and
generally subject to more stringent state pressures than the yakuza. An
estimated 300,000 triad members lived in Hong Kong during the
1950s; the local triads were joined by mainland triads, such as the 14K,
which relocated after the Chinese Communist Party took power in
1949 (Morgan 1960). Membership in Hong Kong had fallen to roughly
160,000 by the early 1990s, when about 50 triads were active (Chin 2014,
p. 220). Overall membership and the number of the triads have further
decreased since Communist China took overHongKong in 1997.While
I was not able to find recent official or scholarly estimates of overall con-
temporary membership, only 14 of the 50 Hong Kong triads appear to
remain active (Chin 2014, p. 220).

Organizations similar to Hong Kong’s triads can also be found in
Taiwan. They were largely founded by mainland Chinese who followed
ChiangKai-shek toTaiwan in 1949 (Kaplan 1992). The BambooUnited,
the Four Seas, and the Celestial Alliance are reputed to be among the
most powerful (Chin 2003). Much like the yakuza, triads consist of mul-
tiple consortia that operate independently, each consisting of largely
autonomous units. The largest triad inHongKong is Sun YeeOn, which
according to media figures has an estimated 25,000 members. The sec-
ond and third largest are the Wo Group and 14K triads, which are also
loose consortia; each has roughly 20,000 members. The largest Tai-
wanese triad, the Bamboo Union Gang, reportedly had more than
10,000 members at the beginning of the current century (Huang 2007,
p. 129). Only a fraction of triad members were and probably still are
criminally active. Fijnaut (2014, p. 58) estimates about 30 percent in early
twentieth-century Hong Kong, adding that the remaining members
joined only to receive protection and to receive help in finding jobs.

Italian and Italian American mafia organizations have always been
much smaller. The largest at least since World War II has been the
Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta. Since the early 1990s, its membership has re-
peatedly been estimated at about 10,000 made members (e.g., Com-
missione Antimafia XVI 2010, p. 5; DNA 2017).

The Sicilian and American Cosa Nostras are even smaller. The formal
Sicilian membership was estimated at 3,000 members in the mid-1990s
and has probably declined to 2,000 or fewer (e.g., Ministero dell’Interno
2012b, 2019). Cosa Nostra has traditionally been much more selective
in its recruitment policies than the ‘Ndrangheta. It has also been more



What Makes Mafias Different? 163
seriously hit by law enforcement action, and its popular legitimacy has
been more seriously challenged (Ministero dell’Interno 2018, 2019).

The American Cosa Nostra had about 3,000 made members at its
peak in the 1970s, according to statements by the then director of the
FBI to the 1986 President’s Commission on Organized Crime (1986b,
p. 35; Reuter 1995, p. 91). The 1986 estimate was 1,700 made members.
More recent estimates place the number at fewer than 1,000 (e.g., Jacobs
and Gouldin 1999, p. 176; Albanese 2014, p. 152).

B. Units
Individual Italian and American mafia groups are sometimes larger

than most other criminal enterprises active in the illegal markets of devel-
oped countries but much smaller than Asian mafia organizations. The
largest units among mafias of Italian origin are within the ‘Ndrangheta.
Units of 250–300 members are not uncommon (Commissione Antimafia
XVI 2010, p. 5). Credible estimates of associate numbers are unavailable;
they likely vary for each group, depending on its location and the criminal
activities it specializes in. There is no doubt, though, that each unit—
called locale in the ‘Ndrangheta slang—is embedded in a much wider cir-
cle of relatives, friends, and acquaintances. In 2010, Giuseppe Pignatone,
then chief prosecutor of Reggio Calabria, estimated this broader circle at
1,500–2,000 people for a locale of 250 made members (Commissione
Antimafia XVI 2010, p. 5).

The most powerful American Cosa Nostra groups, such as the New
York Genovese and Gambino families, in their heydays had more than
200 members (US Senate 1988, pp. 776–800). Raab (1998a, 1998b) esti-
mated that there were four or five associates for each sworn member. In
this century, the average numbers of both members and associates have
probably declined. Cosa Nostra families in Cleveland, Los Angeles, and
Tampa have been dismantled; memberships presumably shrank prior to
their ends (Albanese 2014, p. 152).

With few exceptions, Sicilian mafia units have been much smaller. A
detailed analysis of the 56 mafia families in the city and province of
Palermo, Sicily’s capital, carried out jointly in the early 1990s by all Ital-
ian police forces, concluded that the average number was about 25.
This figure included sworn members and associates (Gruppo Interforze
1993a, 1993b). If the latter are excluded, many mafia families had fewer
than 10 “made” members (Paoli 2003, pp. 28–29). Intensification of law
enforcement pressure since the early 1990s, difficulties in recruiting new
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members (DNA 2017, p. 44), and resulting declines in membership
make it unlikely that Sicilian mafia families have become larger.

C. Geographic Spread
There are also considerable differences in geographic spread. With

few exceptions, of which creation of the American Cosa Nostra is the
most notable, the Sicilian Cosa Nostra has never had expansionary
ambitions or established whole units outside Sicily. Cosa Nostra has
never even established families in, let alone controlled, the whole island.
Its stronghold has always been the western part, especially the provinces
of Palermo, Trapani, and Agrigento. In other Sicilian provinces, Cosa
Nostra has had only limited presence or been largely absent (Ministero
dell’Interno 2012b, 2019). For example, it traditionally had only one
family in the province of Catania, Sicily’s second largest city (Arlacchi
1993). There has never been a Cosa Nostra family in the southern prov-
inces of Ragusa. Outside Sicily, Cosa Nostra has sinceWorldWar II had
only individual made members or subunits, such as a mafia family from
central Enna province, in the suburbs of Milan, which was identified in
2016 (Ministero dell’Interno 2019, p. 62).

The Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta has amuch broader spread. Althoughmost
units are rooted in the southern part ofCalabria, the ‘ndranghetisti has over
decades created and recognized units in northern Italy. According to the
Commissione Antimafia of the Italian Parliament (2010, p. 5), 500
‘ndranghetisti were active there in 2010, divided into about 25 locali
(Sciarrone 2009, 2014; Varese 2011; DNA 2017, pp. 19–30). Members
also operate in several European countries, primarily Belgium, the Nether-
lands, Germany, and Spain. Some are descendants of earlier generations
of migrants; others have moved in order to hide from Italian law enforce-
ment authorities or oversee wholesale drug shipments from locations
closer to points of entry into Europe (KLPD 2011; Europol 2013b; Cal-
deroni et al. 2016). Cocaine now primarily enters through the ports of
Rotterdam andAntwerp. Spain was earlier also an important transit coun-
try and remains the main entry point for Moroccan hashish (EMCDDA
and Europol 2019). Several ‘ndranghetisti are active in Latin American
countries, from which they arrange large-scale cocaine shipments (Grat-
teri and Nicaso 2018).

Locali have also been established in other countries including Swit-
zerland, Germany, Canada, and Australia (Sergi and Lavorgna 2016;
DNA 2017, pp. 19–30). The Canadian and Australian branches can be
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traced to large migration flows in the early twentieth century, but unlike
the American Cosa Nostra, they have not become independent organi-
zations and have remained subordinate to the Calabrian organization
(DDA Reggio Calabria 2010).

The American Cosa Nostra’s 24 families were primarily located in
major metropolitan areas in the Northeast and Midwest, although fam-
ilies were formerly reported in the West and South, and some Cosa
Nostra members were heavily involved in development of the casino in-
dustry in Las Vegas (Albanese 2014, p. 11; Jacobs 2020). The five most
prominent families have always been based in New York. The American
Cosa Nostra has never branched out internationally.

The Japanese yakuza never expanded abroad, but its groups are spread
throughout Japan. Only since asset forfeiture for organized crime money
was authorized in 1999 have yakuza begun investing money abroad.
Yakuza are reported to operate in Korea, China, Macau, Hong Kong,
and Singapore (Calderón 2012, pp. 158–59).

The Chinese triads have by far the largest international spread. Re-
flecting migration from mainland China since the sixteenth century,
brotherhood associations similar to the triads were established in Ma-
laysia, Borneo, and Singapore. Since the early twentieth century, triads
have flourished in Hong Kong, which became their main seat after the
Communist Party took power in 1949. Sustained migration flows have
continued in more recent times, and triad representatives are today ac-
tive in numerous countries ranging from Burma to the United States.
They have also reentered mainland China. However, they do not oc-
cupy a controlling position even in relation to Chinese organized crime
(Xia 2006; Chin 2014; Wang 2017).

Mafia organizations are on average much larger than criminal enter-
prises, but they tend to be rooted and to remain in particular regional or
national settings. Even the triads’ international spread appears to result
more from Chinese migration flows and dramatic upheavals in China
and neighboring countries than from expansionary strategies. This is
consistent with Varese’s (2020) theory that international movements of
mafias are rare and highly contingent.

V. Formalized, Complex Structure
All five mafias have formalized, complex internal structures that include
ruling bodies in each unit and usually higher level coordinating bodies
(table 3). The existence of these ruling bodies sets mafias apart from
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the blood families of their leaders and, in a Weberian perspective (We-
ber [1921] 1978, p. 48), makes them true organizations.

The coordinating bodies are often not fully institutionalized, and in
most, mafias have limited authority. Mafias were originally segmentary
societies without central political organs and with societal boundaries
that coincided with the maximum range of structurally similar units
(Smith 1974, p. 98). This organizational model has often been found
by anthropologists in simple “primitive societies.” It is close to what
Catino (2020) calls “clan-based.” In other words, mafias are characterized
by Durkheim’s ([1893] 1964) “mechanical solidarity”; solidarity derives
from replication of corporate and cultural forms. Southern Italian mafia
defectors have emphasized the idea that eachCosaNostra family belongs
to a larger whole (e.g., Tribunale di Palermo 1989, p. 63).

While the higher level coordinating bodies have limited powers, indi-
vidual units of all the mafias have well-defined ruling bodies, which are
mostly reinforced by internal systems of stratification.

A. Coordination
Higher level coordinating bodies were established in mafias of Italian

origin beginning in the 1930s—first in the American Cosa Nostra, then
in the 1950s in the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, and during the 1990s in the
‘Ndrangheta (Maas 1969, pp. 33–34; Tribunale di Palermo 1985; US Se-
nate 1988; DDAReggioCalabria 1995). Composed of themost important
family chiefs, they are known as “commissions” in the Cosa Nostras and
crimine in the ‘Ndrangheta. These bodies are not comparable to boards
of directors of companies; they have rarely had responsibility for planning
or coordination of profit-making activities. They were set up primarily to
mediate conflicts and regulate use of violence against members of other
mafia units and high-level government officials (Catino 2019, pp. 146–56).

Only the ‘Ndrangheta’s commission remains operative (DDA Reggio
Calabria 2010). The two commissions of the Sicilian Cosa Nostra—one
coordinating the families of the Palermo province and the other of the
whole region—were disbanded in the 1990s. It became too dangerous
to assemble the most important members of mafia groups in one place
at one time; most commission members were imprisoned. When an at-
tempt was made in 2018 to reestablish a commission in the Palermo prov-
ince, the new leaders were immediately arrested (Ministero dell’Interno
2018). The existence of a commission comprising four of the five New
York City families was proved in the so-called commission case (United
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States v. Salerno) in 1986, but it is unclear whether it still functions (Albanese
2014; Jacobs 2020). If so, it has limited powers over the families. This sug-
gests that the American Cosa Nostra—like its Sicilian counterpart—has
resumed its original segmentary structure.

In Japan, three consortia or “syndicates” (Hill 2003)—the Yamaguchi-
gumi, Sumiyoshi-kai, and Inagawa-kai—incorporate more than a third of
the yakuza known to the police (NPA 2018). Not least because of toler-
ance shown by Japanese authorities, the Yamaguchi-gumi is coordinated
by a visible headquarters composed of a large number of executive roles
and subcommittees that create “a quasi-feudal organizational structure”
(Hill 2014, p. 236). In 2007, for example, the headquarters consisted of
93 members. One was the kumi-chō (supreme leader), 25 constituted
the senior executive cadre, and the remaining 67 were chokkei kumi-chō
(leaders of powerful groups). The last group comprised bosses of lower
level groups, resulting in a pyramidal structure (Hill 2003, p. 69). De-
cisions of the executive cadre and other relevant information were an-
nounced at monthly meetings attended by all members of the headquar-
ters. Control was also exercised through regional blocks consisting of
different units within the same geographical area. These were overseen
by a designated senior member whose job was to ensure that instructions
from the headquarters were relayed to the individual units and that con-
flicts were resolved amicably.

In other Japanese consortia, such as the Sumiyoshi-kai, though, the
central power was traditionally much less controlling: a president was se-
lected by the leaders of the largest and most powerful units; the presi-
dent’s primary task was to adjudicate disputes (Hill 2003). Hill (2014)
later observed that Sumiyoshi-kai reorganized to achieve more central
control.

No overarching coordinating body has emerged within the yakuza
that claims to represent or loosely coordinate all of the syndicates along
the lines of the Cosa Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta commissions. However,
loose associations have attempted to do so on a regional scale, bringing
together several consortia. In the Tokyo area, for example, the leaders
of the major bakuto consortia, including Sumiyoshi-kai and Inagawa-
kai, meet regularly on the twentieth of the month to minimize conflicts
and avoid antagonizing government representatives. The leaders also
hold regular meetings with representatives of a similar association com-
prising the Tokyo-based tekiya groups (Hill 2003, pp. 70–71).

Some powerful triads, such as Sun Yee On and Wo Group in Hong
Kong and the BambooUnionGang inTaiwan, have also at times established
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higher level coordinating bodies. At least until 1942 they were run by
well-structured, visible headquarters similar to the yakuza syndicates. Un-
der the leadership of ShanChu (theMountainMaster), the triad headquar-
ters consisted of several senior officials and was organized into five depart-
ments: general affairs section, recruiting section, organization section,
liaison section, and education and welfare section (Morgan 1960). Even
then, however, the headquarters’ powers were limited and its main func-
tions were to resolve disputes, thus avoiding warfare, and to organize
initiations of new members.

Because of increased law enforcement pressures, not even the four
largest triad societies active in Hong Kong at the turn of the current cen-
tury retained formalized and stratified higher level coordinating bodies
(Chu 2000, pp. 22–26). In our time, though, a well-organized triad con-
sortium is run by a central committee composed of the most influential
and senior officials. The chairman and treasurer are often elected at an-
nual or biannual meetings. The central committee leadership decides
promotions, supervises internal discipline, mediates internal and exter-
nal conflicts, and occasionally runs promotional activities, such as mar-
tial arts demonstrations during Chinese festivals. Leaders do not, how-
ever, meddle in subordinate units’ or members’ entrepreneurial activities
or regularly share in their gains aside from gifts presented during special
festivities. Apparently, though, not all contemporary triads are orga-
nized in this way. According to testimonies cited by Chu (2000, p. 29),
by the mid-1980s the 14K had no centralized structure and its units op-
erated independently, though they shared the same name and structure
and occasionally cooperated.

Yakuza consortia thus have traditionally had much more centralized
leadership than the other four mafias. The power of the yakuza headquar-
ters should not, however, be exaggerated. In all five mafias, the individual
units have a high degree of autonomy especially in planning and execut-
ing profit-making activities. Higher level coordinating bodies or head-
quarters exert only weak control over individual units or members (Hill
2003, p. 70). That is why it is a mistake to conceive of these organizations
as hierarchical, rationally managed, modern bureaucracies as Cressey
(1969) did.

B. Ranks and Leaders
The individual units of all the mafia organizations have well-defined

ruling bodies—the distinguishing trait of an organization according to
Weber ([1921] 1978, p. 48).
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The Sicilian and Italian American mafia groups have (or had) basi-
cally the same command positions, called by the same or similar names
(Cressey 1969; Anderson 1979). Heading each Cosa Nostra family is a
representative (rappresentante) or family head (capofamiglia) who consti-
tutes the highest group authority. The family chief is elected every year,
but elections are often a formality, and the most powerful member is eas-
ily reelected. The chief has an underboss (sottocapo) whom he can choose
himself and one or more counselors (consiglieri) who are elected by the
members. They assist him in the most important decisions and, at the
same time, monitor his management of the family. In larger families,
the chiefs select one or more unit heads (capidecina; capiregime in the
American mafia) who coordinate units of about 10 people (Anderson
1979; Tribunale di Palermo 1985; Catino 2019, 2020).

The selection procedures and the competencies of the Cosa Nostra
ruling bodies derive, in theory, from a principle of direct democracy,
the embodiment on a structural level of feelings of equality, solidarity,
and fraternity created by fictive kinship bonds and reflected in the lack
of formal ranks. However, in many Cosa Nostra families, power within
single families has been repeatedly, sometimes for decades, held by
shrewd leaders with special military or political skills or by representa-
tives of powerful blood families.

The sizes of some American mafia families favored internal stratifica-
tion and segmentation. In the late 1980s, for example, the “soldiers” of
theGenovese familywere divided into 14 regimes, each headed by a chief,
with support from the underboss and counselors. Only for the most seri-
ous questions could a unit leader talk directly to the family chief. As a
result, many rank-and-file members never met their chiefs—an unlikely
scenario in Sicily (Maas 1969).

Greater stratification and segmentation characterize the other three
mafia organizations. Within each ‘Ndrangheta unit, for example, there
is both an internal ranking system and a subdivision between a higher
and a lower section; only the older, higher ranking members have access
to the higher section (DDA Reggio Calabria 1995; Catino 2019). Elec-
tions are regularly held to select members of the appropriate ranks to the
command positions of each section. As in the Cosa Nostras, elections of-
ten confirm preexisting power relations among members and their in-
formal factions.

The Hong Kong triads have simplified their complicated traditional
ranking systems, reducing them to three: 426 Red Pole, the rank that
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now allows a member to run for all ruling positions; 49, the ordinary
members; and Blue Lanterns, the new recruits. Despite this simplifica-
tion, each unit remains “hierarchical” (Chu 2000, p. 29). It is headed by
an area boss, who commands 15–20 members and often also commands
subordinate juvenile gang members (Chu 2000, pp. 27–28).

There are three overlapping hierarchies within each yakuza family: a
formal administrative hierarchy, a hierarchy based on fictive kinship ties,
and a hierarchy within the internal groups (Stark 1981, pp. 61–88; Hill
2003, pp. 65–68). The first hierarchy defines members’ ranks, command
positions, and associated tasks, duties, and privileges. Itsfive ranks include
the family head or boss, senior executives, executives, soldiers, and train-
ees. The family head is themanager, often aided by one ormore advisors.
The soldiers are responsible for guard duties, driving, running the office,
and supervising apprentices, who are given the most menial tasks (Iwai
1986).

In addition to this formal hierarchy, social bonds are based on the fic-
tive kinship relationships of father-son and brother-brother; these rela-
tionships might evolve depending on the success of the younger mem-
bers. If an executive has more than one “son,” he might also form his
own internal group, which might develop its own internal hierarchy.
Usually composed of fewer than 10 members, such groups tend to man-
age most day-to-day business.

In the other mafia organizations, despite their complex formal struc-
tures, most business activities, except for extortion and the most glaring
violent crimes, are conducted not by the families as such but by what
anthropologists call “action sets,” temporary coalitions that pursue spe-
cific goals and disband once their goals are achieved (Blok 1975; Schnei-
der and Schneider 1976). Sometimes a family (especially in organizations
such as the Sicilian CosaNostra with small families) or one of its subunits
runs a legal or illegal business directly.More often, however,members set
up short-term illegal enterprises or legal firms with other members,
associates, or even nonmembers; these entities remain sharply distinct
from the mafia organizations to which the members belong ( Jacobs and
Gouldin 1999, p. 138; Paoli 2003, pp. 144–48). Yakuza are expected to
share some of their profits with their “fathers”—until the 1970s, a percent-
age, which then became a fixed amount—to prevent cheating (McKenna
1996; Hill 2003, pp. 66–67). Similarly, triad bosses receive payments
from members in the form of envelopes stuffed with cash on significant
days such as the Chinese New Year (Van Oudenaren 2014). In the Cosa
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Nostras and ‘Ndrangheta, this practice is less formal, but lower level
members running a profitable enterprise arewise (and safer) to share their
revenues with the bosses.
VI. Cultural Apparatus
All five mafia organizations have developed a complex cultural apparatus
that has few parallels among other criminal enterprises. Only the post-
Soviet vory-v-zakone and outlaw motorcycle groups employ comparable
cultural codes, rituals, norms, and sanctions. The cultural apparatus is
meant to create the organization’s collective identity, justify its exis-
tence, and generate lifelong commitments, new identities, and fictive
kinship ties among members (table 4).

A. Status and Fraternization Contracts
Ritual kinship, seemingly odd in contemporary societies, has been a

persistently used form of social organization since at least the Middle
Ages (Ownby 1996). Clawson (1989, p. 15) points out that “in societies
where kinship remained the primary basis of solidarity relations, frater-
nal association was effective because it used quasi-kin relations to extend
bonds of loyalty and obligation beyond the family, to incorporate peo-
ple into kin networks, or to create new relations having some of the force
of kinship.”Guilds, journeymen’s societies, religious confraternities, vil-
lage youth brotherhoods, and whole cities were founded on a metaphor
of brotherhood; other fictive kin relations, such as godparenthood,
played a central role in late medieval and early modern Europe.

Fictive kinship is not peculiar to theWestern world. The “father-son”
relationship at the core of the yakuza groups has been a pillar of Japanese
society since at least the eighteenth century and declined only with Jap-
anese modernization in the last 50 years (Ishino 1953). Hill (2003, p. 68)
reports that such relationships existed within the Japanese police. Schol-
ars of Chinese history have stressed a continuum linking secret societies
to brotherhoods and widespread use of blood oaths in Chinese society
since the seventeenth century (Ownby 1993).

Mafias do not bind their members with a conventional contract as a
modern firm or government bureaucracy would do; they are founded
on what MaxWeber ([1921] 1978, pp. 671–73) called “status and frater-
nization contracts.” Status contracts require lifelong commitment and
assumption of a new identity. The first requirement was understood by
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Judge Giovanni Falcone, who observed that admission to Cosa Nostra
“commits a man for all his life. Becoming a member of the mafia is equiv-
alent to being converted to a religion. You never stop being a priest, nor
being amafioso” (Falcone and Padovani 1993, p. 97). In the triads there is
the saying “once a triad, always a triad” (Chu 2000, p. 34). An oath new
members must swear is: “If I should change mymind and deny mymem-
bership to the Hung family [triad], I will be killed by a myriad of swords”
(Morgan 1960, pp. 157–60). To ensure that the lifelong commitment is
real,mafias test and train prospectivemembers for a long time, sometimes
several years (CommissioneAntimafiaXI 1992, pp. 514–15;DDAReggio
Calabria 1995, pp. 363–64; Hill 2014).

In the yakuza and, to a smaller extent, the ‘Ndrangheta and theChinese
triads, the lifelong commitment is expressed with tattoos (Ciconte 1992,
pp. 40–42). Yakuza, in particular, often have their whole torso and thighs
tattooed through a slow, painful, and expensive process (Seymour 1996,
pp. 25–26). Finger amputation is generally performed as a punishment,
apology, or demonstration of commitment, but absence of one or more
fingertips is a recognizable and permanent yakuza trademark. Police data
from the mid-1990s indicated that one-third of all yakuza lacked at least
one fingertip (Hill 2014, p. 237).

In the Cosa Nostras and the ‘Ndrangheta10 the assumption of a new
identity is centered on the role of “man of honor.” The code of honor,
traditionally widespread in many premodern Mediterranean societies,
requires a man to defend his person and property, including his women,
by himself, without the help of law enforcement authorities. Prospective
members of the three mafia organizations are sometimes required to
prove their honor by committing violent crimes, in the past preferably
a murder (Stajano 1992, pp. 71–72; Catino 2015, p. 544). In the Italian
and American mafia worlds, the code of honor also implies respect of
organization rules and subordination to the mafia family. A related code,
omertà, emphasizes the duty to keep the internal affairs of the mafia
organization, and in Sicily and the United States its existence, secret
(Finckenauer 2001, pp. 1–2; Paoli 2003, pp. 72–75, 108–12).

The first two of three “Commandments of tekiya” adopted by tekiya
groups in Japan since the eighteenth century echo these expectations:
10 ‘Ndrangheta in Calabrian dialect means “society of the men of honor” (Gratteri and
Nicaso 2010).
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“Do not touch the wife of another member.” This rule is a corollary of
the code of honor and was particularly important among tekiya, because,
as peddlers, they left their wives alone for months. Similarly, “do not
reveal the secrets of the organization to the police” is akin to omertà
(Kaplan and Dubro 1987, p. 26).

The third commandment—“keep strict loyalty to the father-son rela-
tionship”—indicates that the contract used by mafia organizations, like
most status contracts, is also a contract of fraternization. New members
are bound to become brothers (or sons) of older members and to share a
regime of “generalized reciprocity,” which presupposes an altruistic at-
titude and behavior without expecting any short-term reward (Sahlins
1972, pp. 193–200). Mafia members are obligated to help each other ma-
terially and financially when requested or in case of need and unfailingly
to honor principles of sincerity and correctness in their interactions; the
expectation of reciprocity is left undefined.

In all mafias, the kin-like relationship is established through ritual.
Entrance involves a ceremony of affiliation, a true “rite of passage.”
The ritual marks assumption of the new status of member of a brother-
hood. The main steps of the Cosa Nostra ceremonies of initiation are
well known: candidates are presented to the family by the “men of honor”
responsible for their training and for assessing their criminal reliability.
After the family head explains the main rules, each recruit is asked to
choose a godfather among those present who then makes a small cut on
the index of his right hand so that blood drops on the image of a saint.
Finally, the new member swears an oath of faithfulness with this picture
burning in his hands (e.g., Falcone and Padovani 1993, pp. 85–97; Jacobs
and Gouldin 1999, p. 138).

The initiation rituals traditionally staged by the triads were much
more complex and could last as long as 3 days and involve up to 18 steps.
The new members completed a mystical journey, recreating the passion
of the five founder-members of the fraternity, swore 36 oaths, drank
their own blood and a mixture of wine and the blood of all the recruits
(pre-HIV), and were taught recognition signs (Morgan 1960). However,
simplified ceremonies have become the rule since the 1990s; they con-
tain the basic elements of the traditional ceremonies but seldom last
more than an hour (Chu 2000, pp. 32–34). In the yakuza, fictive kinship
ties are established through the exchange of sake in the sakazuki cere-
mony, with the share of sake in the participants’ cups symbolizing the
latter’s kinship hierarchy (Hill 2003, p. 67).
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Elements of high symbolic salience are employed by all mafia organi-
zations. All, for example, make extensive reference to the iconography
and terminology of the dominant local religion. Taoist or Buddhist reli-
gious symbols are used in the ceremonies of theChinese triads and similar
groups (Chesneaux 1971; Ownby 1996). In the ‘Ndrangheta, the cere-
mony is called baptism (Ciconte 1992, pp. 32–35). In both southern Italian
mafias, the ceremony includes burning the image of a saint in the new
member’s hands.

Four of the five mafias use blood in their rituals. The symbolism is ev-
ident: religious references give a sacral valence and reinforce the ritual’s au-
thority. Blood has multiple meanings. It refers to a process of rebirth to
which the candidate is called, implies “natural” kinship with all members,
and points to the ultimate punishment in case of betrayal. “One goes in and
comes out of the Cosa Nostra with blood,” the Catanese informant
Antonino Calderone was told at the moment of his affiliation. “You will
see for yourselves, in a little while, how one enters with blood. And if
you leave, you’ll leave with blood because you’ll be killed” (Arlacchi
1993, p. 68; see also Chu 2000, p. 33).

The kinlike relations are reinforced with symbols and codes drawn
from the kinship language. While the basic units of the Sicilian and
American Cosa Nostra and the yakuza are called families, such groups
are clearly different from members’ biological families—no women are
allowed—but use of the term evokes and prescribes the cohesion and
solidarity of blood ties.

B. Norms, Myths, and Symbols
All mafias have developed normative codes that do not recognize and

even oppose state laws. These make them a separate “law community,”
establishing and enforcing its own “special law” (Weber [1921] 1978,
pp. 694–96). A former member of a Sicilian mafia family was, for in-
stance, often told that “Cosa Nostra [does] . . . not recognize the author-
ity of state, to which it was and it will always be opposed. . . . Our home-
land is the family, and it must be defended to the last” (Bettini 1994,
pp. 86–88; see Catino 2015).

Like all fully fledged legal orders, mafias’ normative codes include
“primary” and “secondary” rules, a distinction proposed in the 1960s by
H. L. A. Hart (1994). Primary rules establish obligations and require
members to do or abstain from particular actions. Some mafias had written
codes of such norms (e.g., Morgan 1960; Catino 2015); all have rules that
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overlap with custom and are thus easier to change. In the Cosa Nostras
and the ‘Ndrangheta, for example, the prohibition of extramarital affairs
progressively fell into disuse along with general changes in cultural norms
in their societies (Colaprico and Fazzo 1995, pp. 86–96). Traditional pro-
hibitions of drug trafficking by four of the five mafias (excluding the triads)
have likewise been relaxed following repeated violations by members (Hill
2003, pp. 49, 70; Paoli 2003, p. 131).

Mafias also traditionally have secondary rules that prescribe how pri-
mary rules can be ascertained, introduced, eliminated, and varied, and
their violation conclusively determined. ForHart (1994, p. 94), thismarks
the passage “from the pre-legal into the legal world.” All mafias have de-
veloped “rules of adjudication” that empower their ruling bodies (chiefs
of single units and higher level coordinating bodies) tomake authoritative
decisions whether rules have been broken, to resolve disputes, and to im-
pose sanctions. The Yamaguchi-gumi—with its monthly headquarters
meetings and formalized procedures for communication of decisions—
has clear “rules of change,” which specify how new rules can be enacted
and old rules eliminated.Written codes, when they were developed, were
augmented by “rules of recognition,” allowing conclusive identification
of primary rules of obligation.11

Mafias further support their “imagined communities” (Anderson 1983)
through a complex cultural apparatus. They all have founding myths,
which portray their founders as Robin Hoods who steal from the rich and
care for the poor (Chu 2000, p. 11; Hill 2003, p. 38). The ‘Ndrangheta
and the Asian mafias, all widely accepted in their communities until well
into the second half of the twentieth century, had sophisticated signs of
recognition, including passwords, phrases, poems, hand signs, gestures, and
seals. Such signs are used much less since the 1990s in all three mafias be-
cause they have gone out of fashion and can be easily exploited by police
(Chu 2000, pp. 35–37; Gambetta 2011; Hill 2014).

C. Advantages of Fictive Kinship
Fictive kinship ties give mafias flexibility that has no parallel in con-

temporary business firms in which employment contracts are purposive.
11 See Paoli (2003) for detailed analysis of the normative codes of Cosa Nostra and
‘Ndrangheta. For the definition of the three types of secondary rules, see Hart (1994,
pp. 91–99).



178 Letizia Paoli
Mafia units can be exploited in pursuit of any short-term gains sought
by their leaders. Subordinates in a regime of generalized reciprocity
have no choice whether to execute superiors’ orders. Unlike in ordinary
commercial contracts, the commitment to a mafia organization is long-
term, nonspecific, and so comprehensive that members are expected if
ordered to deny family and friendship bonds and to sacrifice their lives.
Even today, reliance on status contracts strengthens mafias’ multipur-
pose nature.

In exchange, individual members benefit from the group’s collective
actions and reputation.The reputation is primarily exploited bymembers
in conduct of licit and illicit businesses. When management of criminal
activities (particularly extortion and sometimes drug trafficking) is cen-
tralized, proceeds are divided amongmembers.Thiswas fully institution-
alized in most Calabrian and some Sicilian mafia groups between the
1970s and 1990s; group chiefs paid regular salaries to all members each
month. Many units have a common account to be used to cope with
members’ exceptional financial needs, pay their legal expenses, support
families of the imprisoned or dead members, and occasionally subsidize
monthly salaries.

Thus, as in other premodern ritualized relationships (Eisenstadt and
Roniger 1984), mafias appear to be characterized by “a peculiar and dis-
tinct type of combination of instrumental and solidary relationship, in
which the solidarity provides the basic framework, yet within this frame-
work various instrumental considerations, albeit very diffusely defined,
are of paramount importance” (Eisenstadt 1956, p. 91). In other words,
mafia organizations represent a combination of specific exchange with
what is termed “generalized exchange” in anthropological literature. This
last expression, coined by Marcel Mauss (1990) and elaborated by Claude
Levi-Strauss (1969), distinguishes the nonutilitarian and unconditional
relationships necessary to establish conditions of basic trust and solidar-
ity in society and to uphold what Durkheim called the “pre-contractual
elements of social life” (Eisenstadt and Roniger 1984). Mafia member-
ship is typified by a crisscrossing of instrumentality and solidarity, of per-
sonal selfishness and unconditional involvement. Failure to take account
of both sides of this relationship misunderstands its deeper meaning and
strength.

Some heavy constraints, though, are also associated with status and
fraternization contracts. They are important contributors to mafia or-
ganizations’ contemporary decline.
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VII. Multifunctionality
Throughout their existence, all five mafias have performed a variety of
functions, most of which are not related to provision of illegal goods
and services (see table 5). If there is a preeminent function, it is provision
of mutual aid. The Procuratore del Re Lestingi observed in 1884 that the
“essential character of the mafia” lies in “its aid without limits and without
measure, and even in crimes” (1884, p. 453). Likewise, the Tiandihui’s
“main purpose was to form pseudo-familial networks among unacquainted
people through the rituals of sworn brotherhoods for mutual protection,”
and “it aimed to offer a worldwide ‘life insurance scheme’ for its mem-
bers” (Chu 2000, p. 12; see also Ownby 1996).

Enhancement of members’ interests through mutual aid seems always
to have been the main “official goal” of mafia organizations. This gen-
eral aim has been interpreted and applied in many different ways over
time. It has been translated into a plurality of “operative goals” across
the whole spectrum of legality (Perrow 1961).

A. The Case of the Early Triads
This intermingling of goals and activities is well illustrated by the his-

tory of the triads from the eighteenth to the early twentieth century. In
Taiwan and southern Fujian province, for example, the Tiandihui oper-
ated largely as a rebellious organization in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, as demonstrated by its key role in Lin Shaungwen’s
rebellion in Taiwan of 1787–88. In Guangdong province, the Tiandihuit
became chiefly a vehicle for robbery, while in western Fujian–eastern
Jiainxi region, it intermingled with local cults and appears to have func-
tioned as a form of popular religion (Ownby 1996, p. 26).

In the second half of the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries,
triad societies and their members participated in rebellions against the
Qing government such as the Taiping Rebellion of 1850–64 in Guang-
dong. Sun Yat-Sen’s overthrow of the Qing dynasty in 1912 was also
heavily supported by overseas triads; Sun Yat-Sen was a member of Kwok
OnWui Triad of Honolulu (Chu 2000, p. 15). Contrary to the “primitive
revolutionaries” thesis advanced by Jean Chesneaux (1971) and others in
the 1960s and 1970s, however, triads cannot be reduced to their engage-
ment with political change (Ownby 1993 and 1996).

A considerable share of triad members and entire triad units engaged
throughout their history in profit-making activities. Some were com-
pletely legitimate. Triads and other secret societies, for example, played
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a crucial role in organization of workers in tin mines in the interior of
Malaysia. An offshoot of the Tiandihui played a similar role in plantation
agriculture in what is now Singapore. Similar brotherhoods known as
kongsis functioned asmining corporations inwestern Borneo andBangka,
operating in surprisingly egalitarian ways (Heidhues 1993; Trocki 1993).
From the beginning, however, triads and their members also engaged in
criminal activities, including salt and opium smuggling, robbery, vio-
lence, extortion, and piracy (Sinn 1989, p. 13; Wang 2017, pp. 22–31).

Triads and their members were quick to exploit opportunities at the
edge of legality. Soon after the British established a colony on Hong
Kong Island in 1842, opportunities arose for triad members who had mi-
grated to Hong Kong from mainland China. Hong Kong became the
gateway for two international trades: trafficking of opium from India
via Hong Kong to China and trade in Chinese labor to Southeast Asian
countries, Australia, and America. The opium trade was legal in Hong
Kong and actively promoted by British authorities, but it was illegal in
China from the Qing dynasty’s first opium suppression edict in 1729 un-
til the end of the Second Opium War in 1858 (Zhou 1999, pp. 12–18).
The trade in Chinese “coolies” was also legal in early Hong Kong: triad
members often owned or otherwise controlled boardinghouses where
coolies stayed prior to shipment overseas.However, boardinghouse own-
ers also extensively engaged in extortions that would be criminal today.

In those same years, though, triad membership provided protection
to laborers and peddlers who moved from South China to Hong Kong.
Triads arose among natives of specific regions.TheFukYeeHing, for ex-
ample, long exclusively attracted and protected Chiu Chow and Hoklo
people from northernGuangdong province.Migrants were often robbed
by bandits; many joined triads before arriving in Hong Kong. Once
there, the society dealt with employment, welfare, and funeral problems.
Of 10,000 estimatedmembers before 1941, less than a thirdwere believed
to use triad bonds for other purposes (Chu 2000, p. 17). Other triad soci-
eties, like the tekiya in Japan, emerged to protect peddlers. The Hung
Shing Wui from Canton united members of the hawking community
andmonopolized the hawking trade inHongKong. In the late nineteenth
century other triads were established in Hong Kong to organize and
protect specific trades. In 1909 these triads formed theWo group, which
remains one of the main triad consortia (Chu 2000, pp. 17–18).

With time, almost paradoxically, new triads were established to pro-
tect their members from victimization by established triads. The Tung
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Lok Tong Triad, for example was founded in 1910 by coolies of the gov-
ernment hospital in theWestern District of Hong Kong to protect them
from extortion by members of the Wo group (Morgan 1960, p. 67). As
recently as the 1970s, some trade unions, such as the Kwon Hung Paint-
ers’ Guild, transformed themselves into fully fledged triads in order to
protect their members (Chu 2000, p. 20).

The flexibility and ability of mafia organizations to adapt to changing
conditions can be understood when they are seen as functionally diffused
organizations. They have been used by their members to achieve a mul-
tiplicity of goals and to perform diverse functions. The members of the
first secret societies “originally organized for one purpose sometimes
found themselves mobilized for different ends, and simultaneously in-
volved in activities where the distinctions between ‘legal’ and ‘illegal,’
‘protection’ and ‘predation,’ or ‘orthodox’ and ‘heterodox’ blurred”
(Murray 1994, p. 2). No single encompassing function or goal, such as
the provision of protection (e.g., Gambetta 1992), characterizes mafia
organizations throughout their histories.

A functionalist approach is particularly unsuitable for understanding
mafia organizations. Given their histories and the criminalization pro-
cesses they have experienced, they could hardly take part in the process
of functional differentiation that has characterized most societies since
the early twentieth century. Mafia organizations have always remained
functionally diffuse.

B. Profit Maximizers?
Making money was traditionally neither the exclusive nor the main

goal for many, if not most, mafia members. Until the 1960s, for example,
few members of the Sicilian and Calabrian mafias were substantially
wealthy. Most earned their livings by their own legal means and pro-
fessions, which they had usually started before entering the mafia group
(Tribunale di Palermo 1984; Tribunale di Marsiglia 1987). Of 218 mafi-
osi identified by Questore Sangiorgi at the beginning of the twentieth
century, the largest group (45) included employees running and safe-
guarding agricultural companies, 27 were farmers and farm laborers, 26
were small- to medium-scale landowners, 25 were brokers and mer-
chants, and a smaller number were retailers (Hess 1973, p. 54; Lupo
1993, pp. 83–85). Mafiosi in Sicily and Calabria continued to adhere to
value systems of their premodern rural settings and long valued acquisi-
tion of respect more than accumulation of wealth.
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Only since the 1960s have the Italian mafias undergone an “entrepre-
neurial transformation” (Arlacchi 1988). Since then, members have in-
vested increasing energies in wealth maximization, adapting to moder-
nization processes in which wealth became the main marker of social
position (Arlacchi 1988, pp. 57–61). The entrepreneurial transformation of
the American mafia began much earlier, prompted by Prohibition from
1920 to 1933, which created undreamed-of moneymaking opportunities.
The bootlegging organization set up by John Torrio and Al Capone in
Chicago, for example, grossed at least $60 million annually from beer
and other alcohol andmaybe asmuch as $240million (Nelli 1976, p. 150).

Almost 50 years later, drug trafficking provided the Sicilianmafias with
a comparable moneymaking opportunity. Production and export of her-
oin to the United States proved particularly profitable from the late
1970s to the mid-1980s. Traffickers relied on a network of recently im-
migrated Sicilian men of honor and members of New York’s Bonanno
mafia family. Many used pizzerias as fronts. Ensuing prosecutions be-
came known as the Pizza Connection case. This is the largest cooperative
scheme ever documented between Sicilian and American Cosa Nostra
members ( Jacobs, Panarella, and Worthington 1994, pp. 129–66).

C. Illegal Profit-Making Activities
American Cosa Nostra families have never controlled the US drug

market or been amajor player except concerning heroin in theNortheast.
For many decades after Prohibition, gambling provided Italian American
mafias with their largest revenues (Nelli 1976, pp. 222–33; Anderson
1979, pp. 50–63; Jacobs 2020). Since the 1980s, legal gambling has been
increasingly available, which made illegal gambling much less profitable.
American mafiosi have engaged in more traditional criminal activities
including loansharking, property crimes such as cargo theft and hijack-
ing, theft of equipment and materials from construction sites, and, since
the 1980s, a variety of frauds ( Jacobs and Gouldin 1999, pp. 139–55;
Finckenauer 2001, pp. 2–3).

Except briefly during the 1980s, Sicilian Cosa Nostra families have
not had significant stakes in international drug trafficking (Paoli 2003,
pp. 215–16; Europol 2013b). Some ‘Ndrangheta units have maintained
a sustained presence in transcontinental cocaine smuggling and wholesale
drug trafficking in western Europe. However, the ‘Ndrangheta does not
have the “de facto monopoly on the import of Colombian cocaine into
Europe” claimed by the Italian Parliamentary Antimafia Commission
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(Commissione Antimafia XV 2008, p. 19) and some other Italian observers
(e.g., Forgione 2009).

Families and members of the two Cosa Nostras and the ‘Ndrangheta
have since the 1950s been involved in, sometimes locally controlled, sev-
eral legitimate markets. Their involvement in the legitimate economy
has often involved extortionate practices.

Despite exaggerated “mythical numbers” (Reuter 1984) about mafia
profits and activities regularly published in Italy (e.g., Eurispes 2008;
SOS Impresa 2012), no one has sufficient data even roughly to estimate
mafias’ revenues from criminal activities except concerning the yakuza.
In 1989, the Japanese police estimated total yakuza income of 1.3 trillion
yen ($11.8 billion; Hill 2014, p. 239). Even for the yakuza, though, the
estimates are questionable. According toHill (2003, p. 93), revenues from
links with big business were excluded because the subject was too po-
litically sensitive. This and later efforts, however, show the breadth of
yakuza activities, which range from unambiguously illegal activities to
venture capitalism and securities trading. McNeil and Adelstein (2008)
reported that the yakuza had penetrated hundreds of Japan’s listed com-
panies and were capable of manipulating the stock prices of many.12

Gambling, the traditional bakuto business, is now of marginal eco-
nomic significance. One analysis of the underground economy estimates
that gambling and bookmaking accounted for 7 percent of illegal yakuza
income in 2000, down from 21 percent in 1989 (Hill 2014, p. 239). Many
yakuza syndicates officially shun drugs, but arrest statistics and police
estimates indicate routine engagement in the amphetamine trade. Ta-
mura in the late 1980s showed that yakuza dominated the wholesale
trade but that yakuza and nonyakuza dealers were equally involved at
street level (Hill 2014, p. 240). Yakuza groups and their members also
import foreign sex workers (sometimes tricking them into indentured
servitude) and help control them afterward (Hill 2003).

Yakuza have achieved a foothold in the hospitality sector, and many
others, through their protection services, provide a mechanism for re-
solving disputes in a country with inefficient civil courts. In other ways
they use their reputations inventively. For example, they might purchase
an apartment in a building, then make their presence known in order to
induce the owner to buy them out at a premium price. Yakuza groups
12 For an overview of yakuza involvement in financial crime, see Kawasaki (2010).
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and skilled members, such as the Inagawa-kai boss Ishii Susumu in the
1980s, have become heavily involved in the financial sector through ex-
tortion and collusion with prominent firms (Hill 2003, pp. 182–83).

In recent decades, triads and their members have also engaged in a
broad range of criminal activities including drug trafficking, smuggling
of other goods and people, counterfeiting, swindles, the sex trade, and
money laundering. Triad members often cooperate with legitimate busi-
nessmen in legal activities, such as selling new apartments (Chu 2000;
Van Oudenaren 2014).

Despite mafias’ broad range of profit-making activities, law enforce-
ment sources show that their revenues and market shares have in many
cases shrunken considerably (Zhang and Chin 2003; Noboru 2018;
Ministero dell’Interno 2019; Jacobs 2020). Causes include increased
law enforcement pressure, more effective criminal justice and adminis-
trative controls, increased competition from other criminal organiza-
tions, poor strategic choices, and organizational weaknesses.
VIII. Political Dominion and Governance
Mafias’ goal to exercise political dominion and their ability to provide
governance through the use or threat of violence distinguish them from
other criminal enterprises (table 6; Schelling 1971). Gambetta described
the Sicilian mafia as “a specific economic enterprise, an industry that
produces, promotes, and sells private protection” (1992, p. 1). Provision
of protection is one of the most important functions historically played
by other mafias. Gambetta (1992, p. 6) was unpersuaded by Charles Tilly’s
functional analogy to the state. Tilly observed that “Sicily’s problem is
not a shortage but a surfeit of government” (1988, p. xxiii; see also Tilly
1985). In Tilly’s view, mafia groups constituted many small proto-states,
none of which had succeeded in legitimizing its monopoly of physical
force.

A. Violence
Violence, although not often employed against outsiders, is the back-

bone ofmafias’ political power and their capacity to sell or impose protec-
tion. Violence is used primarily to secure obedience from members and
to punish those who betrayed or did not respect their authority. It is also
routinely employed to threaten, render inoffensive, or even physically elim-
inate whoever endangers the power positions and the business activities
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of the organizations, their units, or their members. Through effective
threats and selective use of violence, mafias have long tried—with substan-
tial success—to impose their will on their home territories. In Weberian
terms, they began as “voluntary associations,” claiming authority only
over voluntary members, but often acted as “compulsory organizations”
whose legal order is imposed on outsiders ([1921] 1978, p. 52).

Mafias can be regarded as political organizations that guarantee the
continuation and validity of their own legal order within a territory by
means of threats and use of force (Weber [1921] 1978, p. 54). Each Cosa
Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta unit claims sovereignty over a well-defined ter-
ritory, which usually corresponds to a village or a city district. The
Sicilian mafia defector Leonardo Messina explained to the Parliamentary
Antimafia Commission: “You must keep in mind that the families have
their own businesses and that these concern everything related to the
territory of the families themselves. For example, if in the community
of Rome there were a family, everything that belongs to the community
would interest it, whether politics, public works, extortions, drug traf-
ficking, et cetera. In practice, the family is sovereign, it controls every-
thing that happens on that territory” (Commissione Antimafia XI 1992,
p. 516).

Although many mafia rules are no longer systematically enforced, Sicil-
ian and Calabrian mafia groups exercise a form of sovereignty through a
generalized system of extortion. They tax many, if not most, productive
activities carried out within their territories. They do not hesitate to in-
tervene when asked to mediate conflicts, guarantee property rights, and
enforce rules consistent with their own legal order, such as those con-
cerning female honor (Paoli 2003, pp. 154–72). Contemporary men of
honor take these duties seriously. Giovanni Brusca, a high-level Cosa
Nostra member who became a mafia witness, recounts that he “helped
lots of people recover their cars.” If the stolen vehicle had already been
taken apart, his men would steal another of the same model and color
in order to satisfy the request for help (Lodato 1999, p. 73).

Southern Italian mafia families prefer to achieve their aims by collud-
ing with politicians, but some, particularly in theCosaNostra, have killed
state officials or representatives who posed threats or failed to honor
corrupt agreements. Between the late 1970s and the early 1990s, Cosa
Nostra assassinated dozens of policemen, prosecutors, judges, and pol-
iticians. The ‘Ndrangheta coalesced with right-wing political groups
in protests in Reggio Calabria in 1970 (Ciconte 1992). In December
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1984, Cosa Nostra bombed an express train from Naples to Milan, kil-
ling 16 andwounding 266, in order to deflect law enforcement and public
attention from antimafia investigations by JudgeGiovanni Falcone (Höbel
and Iannicelli 2006).

Cosa Nostra’s challenge to state power climaxed in 1992–93. Paler-
mitan judges Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino were murdered
in two spectacular bomb explosions in 1992. In 1993, to demonstrate
its national power, Cosa Nostra organized bombings in Rome, Florence,
and Milan (Stille 1995). Since then southern Italian mafia groups have
realized that extreme violence against outsiders is not in their own best
interests and have generally abstained from it.

Faced with much stronger and less accommodating state authorities,
American Cosa Nostra families never dared kill state representatives
( Jacobs 2020). Except for waves of blackmail allegedly orchestrated by
the Mano Nera among Italian migrants early in the twentieth century,
American mafia families have never managed to impose systematic extor-
tion systems even within Italian communities (e.g., Nelli 1976, pp. 69–
100; Jacobs 2020).

American Cosa Nostra families nonetheless exercised considerable
power through labor racketeering. This activity, virtually unknown in
Italy, is the closest substitute to the political power exerted by Italian ma-
fiosi in their local areas. A former member of New York’s most powerful
mafia family recalls, “We got our money from gambling but our real
power, our real strength came from the unions. . . . In some cases we
got money from our dealing with the unions, in some cases we got favors
such as jobs for friends and relatives, but more importantly, in all cases
we got power over every businessman in New York” (US Senate 1988,
p. 225).

Union power was frequently turned into profit, as Cosa Nostra
members embezzled and defrauded the unions and their pension and
welfare funds, sold labor peace, took payoffs in exchange for sweetheart
contracts, and used their leverage on unions to obtain ownership in-
terests in businesses and operate business cartels. Cosa Nostra’s influ-
ence in the Laborer’s International Union of North America, for exam-
ple, guaranteed a powerful presence in the construction industry,
especially in New York and Chicago (President’s Commission on Orga-
nized Crime 1986b; Reuter 1987; Goldstock et al. 1990).

Especially in historic Chinese communities in frontier regions of
Southeast Asia, the political power of Tiandihui and other brotherhoods
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was less restrained than that of their Italian counterparts. According to
Trocki (1993, p. 93): “There was no “secret society” in the Lanfang,
Thaikong, or the other Borneo kongsis, secrecy being unnecessary in a
community made up entirely of Chinese members and dominated by
the Tiandihui. Whether or not there was a secret ritual, there was cer-
tainly ritual sanctifying the oaths of brotherhoods that bound the entire
kongsi together. Secrecy became necessary only when the Chinese lived
near or under the control of an actual state authority.”

Ngee Heng, “the original Chinese institution in Singapore,” orga-
nized the local pepper and medicinal herb economy and maintained or-
der amongChinesemigrants. Singapore became aBritish colony in 1819,
but Ngee Heng “exercise[d] nearly supreme power” in the countryside
until at least the mid-nineteenth century. Its economic power and polit-
ical authority transcended colonial boundaries and extended to neigh-
boring regions controlled by the Dutch and Malay (Trocki 1993).

Even when triad societies became formally illegal, at different times in
different places, they performed political and economic functions in Chi-
nese diaspora communities and in mainland China until the 1949 Com-
munist takeover. The Green Gang, a Tiandihui offshoot, until the 1930s
exercised political and unprecedented economic power in Shanghai,
which had become China’s main commercial and industrial center in
the late nineteenth century. The two foreign jurisdictions within Shang-
hai, the International Settlement and the French Concession, adopted
the strategy of “using a thief to catch a thief . . . police officers recruited
the most powerful and successful gangsters into their detective squads”
(Martin 1996, p. 33). Huang Jinrong, a Green Gang boss, made a career
in the 1920s in the French Concession police force and enabled it to
reduce local crime rates considerably. Other gang bosses diverted police
action from themselves and their gangs and dominated the criminal un-
derworld and its two most profitable illegal activities, gambling and
opium sales (Martin 1996).

The triads’ power in mainland China was ended by the Japanese inva-
sion of 1937 and the Communist takeover of 1949, but their political and
economic power in Hong Kong persisted longer. Up to the 1970s they
provided extensive governance services to Chinese migrants from the
mainland. Triads provided a modicum of order in Kowloon District
and other socially disorganized areas of the city (Huang 2007).

Since the 1970s, though, the triads’ power in Hong Kong has substan-
tially declined (Chin 1996; Chu 2000), though triad members use the
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remnants of their political power when they can. Low-level affiliates
were paid to attack prodemocracy protestors in October 2014 (Varese
and Wong 2018). Triad members attacked antigovernment protesters
again in July 2019, allegedly in collusion with the police (Ramzy 2019).

Yakuza groups have not always had strong connections to specific ter-
ritories (Stark 1981; Kaplan and Dubro 1987; Hill 2003, 2014), None-
theless, early yakuza groups protected their members and as early as
themid-eighteenth century guaranteed safety and order in open-air mar-
kets and along the highways, often at the request of local religious au-
thorities (Hill 2003, p. 37). Yakuza have remained in the business of pro-
tection in many legal and illegal markets.

Clear separation of government and business is a modern develop-
ment. Before the modern period, it was otherwise (Schumpeter 1981,
pp. 169, 201). Separation of force-using enterprises from profit-seeking
enterprises occurred at different times in different places. In the case of
mafias, that differentiation has only minimally occurred. The mafias
emerged in contexts in which the separation had not yet occurred and,
because of their criminalization, have not taken part in the later process
of differentiation.

B. Protection Rackets and Legal Markets
Units or members of mafias have repeatedly been able to gain shares,

and sometimes control, of legal markets by use of extortion. Only in its
simplest form does extortion involve transfer of money. Often it involves
payments in kind, such as purchase of unnecessary protection services or
of goods at higher prices or forced participation in a company or public
contract.

Beginning in the 1950s, mafia members—first in Sicily and then in
Calabria—established building companies to gain subcontracts for clear-
ance of major public works sites; their ambitions grew in subsequent
decades. In the 1980s building companies close to mafia families secured
large shares of public work contracts by entering into corrupt agreements
with governmental and building company personnel (e.g., Paoli 2003,
pp. 147–48).

Thanks to better government controls, Italian mafia groups’ grip on
large building projects seems to have declined (La Spina 2014). Both
criminal justice system investigations (e.g., Tribunale di Milano 2010)
and scholarly studies of ‘Ndrangheta settlements in northern Italy
(Sciarrone 2009, 2014; Varese 2011) show that mafia families can no lon-
ger manipulate assignment processes for large public tenders, as they did
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especially in Sicily in the 1980s (Tribunale di Palermo 1991). Instead,
they influence assignment of relatively small projects, or their firms per-
form relatively minor tasks in large infrastructure projects.

However, the families’ reach has diversified and includes public services
ranging from garbage collection and disposal to health sector procure-
ment (DDA Calabria 2010). The combination of violence and profits
from drug trafficking has enabled some mafia groups to control local
market sectors. In the 1970s and 1980s, mafia groups in parts of Sicily
controlled the local supply of cement. In the 1990s, ‘Ndrangheta groups
monopolized the meat sector in Reggio Calabria (Tribunale di Reggio
Calabria 1994, pp. 124–26; DDA Reggio Calabria 2010, pp. 2083–580).
Mafia groups are entering new sectors such as alternative energy. In
2013 a high-profile wind energy entrepreneur was identified as a straw
man for an important Cosa Nostra boss; his companies and properties,
allegedly worth over €1.3 billion, were seized (Palazzolo 2013).

Italian mafias have not been able to monopolize any sector of the legal
or illegal economies outside of southern Italy or even in any region of
southern Italy (Europol 2013b; Paoli 2014).CosaNostra’s power is not un-
challenged even within its strongholds. Because of the rigidity of their
recruitment policies, Cosa Nostra families often find themselves at a dis-
advantage with local competitors and are unable to control the entire un-
derworld (Lodato1999, p. 67).Even inPalermo,CosaNostrahas tolerated
the consolidation of several Nigerian crime groups that run retail drug
sales and exploit prostitution in several neighborhoods (Patanè 2019).

Many contemporary yakuza activities can best be analyzed as forms of
protection. Yakuza groups impose protection on street vendors and the
whole hospitality sector, which includes restaurants, nightclubs, hostess
bars, snack joints, and sexual service establishments. In the 1980s and
1990s, two-thirds of bars, clubs, and restaurants were paying for protec-
tion in monthly amounts varying between a few hundred dollars and
$10,000 (Hill 2003, pp. 94–96). Yakuza groups and members also engage
in labor brokering, particularly in the construction industry. Like Italian
mafia families, they extort protection fees from construction companies,
own their own companies, and participate in rigging bids. Given the
long-standing inefficiency of Japanese civil courts (Milhaupt and West
2000), yakuza offer different forms of extralegal fixing, including debt
collection and bankruptcy management. Sometimes they engineer civil
disputes as pretexts for compensation; the practice is widespread but dif-
ficult to prosecute because victims, recognizing yakuza insignia, often
pay without threats being made.
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The triads have throughout their history provided effective protection
services in both illegal and legal markets. The Sanxin gonksi, founded in
1918 by three Shanghai tycoons, controlled opium sales in the French
Concession and the International Settlement and dominated the trade
in other parts of the city and South China. Functioning like an insurance
company, the Sanxin Company provided effective protection to opium
traders in exchange for a 10 percent protection fee. It earned about
Ch $56million per year, “equating to 14–20 percent of the total state rev-
enue” (Wang 2017, p. 419). The owners also acquired important stakes
and influence in banking, shipping, and food supply (Martin 1996).

C. The Violence Paradox
The paradox is that mafias have exercised political dominion and im-

posed protection rackets effectively, while using violence sparingly. All
have further restricted their use of violence in recent years.

The yakuza, in a country with exceptionally low homicide rates, has re-
peatedly been accused of staging mafia wars. The total number of homi-
cides that can be attributed to it, however, is tiny. The most serious in-
tergang war lasted over 5 years (1985–89) and involved 25 deaths and
70 injuries. Hill (2004, p. 109) notes that “between 1992 and 2001 the av-
erage number of fatalities and injuries due to yakuza inter-gang conflict
were 3.1 and 11.5.” Rankin (2012a) reported a sharp decline in yakuza-
related shooting incidents from 2000 to 2011; even in 2000 the number
was less than 200. Even the split within the Yamaguchi-gumi since Au-
gust 2015 has not caused a gang war. Only about a hundred violent
incidents had been reported by the Japanese police as of October 2017.
Most wereminor. There was onemurder (Nippon.com 2017). Themod-
ern Hong Kong triads likewise, reflecting the society in which they op-
erate, make little use of violence and possess few firearms (Chu 2000).

Use of violence by the American Cosa Nostra is rarely necessary, es-
pecially against people who are not professional criminals. Several mafia
bosses, though, were killed in the 1990s in interfamily conflicts ( Jacobs
2020). The Sicilian Cosa Nostra and the ‘Ndrangheta probably used vi-
olence most unrestrainedly until the early 1990s, but that too has dras-
tically declined. Sicily recorded no mafia murders in 2016, down from
253 in 1991. Calabria had three mafia murders in 2015, down from
165 in 1991 (ISTAT, various years). These spectacular reductions are
related to mafias’ declining popular legitimacy and decreased tolerance
by state institutions.
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IX. Popular Legitimacy and Power-Sharing Agreements
With the partial exception of the America Cosa Nostra, all mafia or-
ganizations long enjoyed considerable degrees of popular legitimacy.
Their political power was acknowledged by state representatives and
even state authorities (table 7). Mafias’ protection and mediation services
effectively met needs in the population, at least partly substituting for
an absent or weakened state. Those services and the resonance of their
subcultures with the values and norms of the larger societies in which
they operated helped them consolidate their popular legitimacy for
many decades, including today in parts of southern Italy and Japan.

Beginning at different times mostly during the twentieth century,
mafias have begun losing—or largely lost—their popular legitimacy.
This process was fostered and reinforced bymore punitive antimafia laws
and intensified law enforcement. Profit-making and governance activi-
ties have been curbed, and corrupt exchanges with politicians and gov-
ernment officials have become riskier, more fragile, more secretive,
and rarer.

A. The Triads
The local power of the Tiandihui and similar brotherhoods was long

accepted by British and other European colonial powers. The British in
Malaya employed secret society headmen in a form of “indirect rule”
until the 1890s, “as if they were chiefs in a tribal society” (Ownby
1993, p. 12). Once outlawed, the brotherhoods began to decline and to
lose popular legitimacy and market control (Ownby 1993, pp. 19–20).
The process was accelerated by establishment of opium monopolies, a
general decline in opium consumption (Dikötter, Laamann, and Zhou
2004), and decolonization.

The Qing government in mainland China was much less tolerant of
triads and other secret societies than were colonial authorities in South-
east Asia. It legislated against the Tiandihui as early as 1792 (Chu 2000,
p. 135), but was largely unable to enforce the prohibition in the more an-
archic southern part of the country (Murray 1994, pp. 28–37). In Shang-
hai the colonial authorities cooperated closely and openly with the heads
of the Green Gang (Martin 1996).

A similar pattern of formal proscription coupled with de facto acqui-
escence and open cooperation occurred in Hong Kong. The colonial
government criminalized triad societies in 1845, 3 years after the British
took possession (Chu 2000, p. 135). However, the colonial government
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attitude toward the triads was as ambiguous and tolerant as those of Eu-
ropean colonial authorities elsewhere, and lasted much longer. Until the
1960s and early 1970s, there was extensive corruption among the Hong
Kong police. One third of Chinese police officers in Hong Kong in the
early 1970s were estimated to be triad members (Booth 1990); the favors
they granted the triads were often authorized by their British super-
visors. Chu (2000) argues that the triads were “licensed” by corrupt po-
lice officers and that this allowed them to control some legal markets and
divide and maintain their territories. This is consistent with the model
developed by Schelling (1967) in which criminal organizations collect
rents generated by monopoly control by corrupt police.

Since the mid-1970s, corruption in Hong Kong has declined dramat-
ically. The Independent Commission against Corruption, established in
1974, effectively curbed public corruption, making Hong Kong one of the
least corrupt places in the world; this has continued under Chinese sover-
eignty since 1997 (TI 2019). Triads have maintained their political power
longer in Taiwan. In the 1980s, they were able tomanipulate the outcomes
of local elections; current and past members have been elected to national
and local public office (Zhang and Chin 2003). Baum (1996) questioned
whether Taiwan was ruled by gangsters.

B. The Italian Mafias
Italian mafia organizations have continuously been embedded in back-

ward, often rural societies at the periphery of the world system. They
long performed quasi-state functions, providing protection and media-
tion services and having greater legitimacy than state authorities. It was
common, especially in inland Sicily, to go to mafia chiefs to recover sto-
len property, especially cattle, which were the most precious property
(e.g., Alongi 1977, pp. 82–96). Mafia mediation was usually more effec-
tive than any police intervention, something recognized even by the
“Iron Prefect,” Cesare Mori (1993, pp. 72–73), who conducted ruthless
antimafia campaigns during the first 10 years of the fascist regime. The
mafia groups enforced norms inspired by the code of honor that were
widespread in society at large but not recognized by the state. They inter-
vened in order to restore the honor of a woman who had been seduced or
to preserve her virginity (Hess 1973, pp. 137–38; see also Ciconte 1992,
pp. 220–22). Mafia groups’ legitimacy, especially in Calabria, meant that
they had no need to hide themselves long after the end of World War II
(Alvaro 1955; Ciconte 2011; Dimico, Isopi, and Olsson 2017, pp. 1096–97).
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After initial unsuccessful attempts until 1876 to crack down on mafia
groups, Italian ruling classes came to terms with mafia representatives.
This was reinforced by progressive extension of the suffrage, whichmade
southern votes crucial to defend the northern bourgeoisie’s power, which
was threatened by workers’ and peasants’ protests and by the rise of the
Socialist and Popular parties. Mafia representatives were openly sup-
ported by most local state representatives, including even the prefects,
the direct representatives of the central government (Salvemini 1962).

Inclusion within political networks was facilitated by most mafia
chiefs, especially in Sicily. They only rarely openly opposed state insti-
tutions or publicly promoted noncompliance with state laws. Govern-
ment agencies condemned mafia violence and occasionally responded
fiercely to its most violent manifestations. As a rule, however, they came
to terms with mafia power and effectively delegated the maintenance
of public order in areas of western Sicily and southern Calabria to it.
The state’s authority was weak, and the personal safety of state officials
was in danger. At least through the mid-twentieth century, many mafia
chiefs were protected by state acquiescence (Commissione Antimafia XI
1993, p. 54). Even the Military Allied Government that occupied south-
ern Italy in 1943 appointed numerous mafia chiefs as mayors in western
Sicily and the province of Reggio Calabria (Renda 1987, pp. 15–97).

After World War II, many mafia bosses, particularly in Sicily, were
considered by politicians in the dominant Christian Democracy party
to be respectable and suitable partners; they were valued for their ability
to deliver votes. Giulio Andreotti symbolizes these “evil pacts.” He was
one of themost important Italian politicians in the postwar period, served
in parliament from 1948 until 2013, was prime minister seven times, and
was a government minister countless times. In 2004 Italy’s Supreme
Court concluded that he collaborated with Cosa Nostra until 1980; he
could not be convicted because the statute of limitations had expired
(Lupo 1996; Santino 1997; Corte Suprema di Cassazione 2004).

In our time, mafia bosses have little difficulty finding hidden allies
among local politicians who want their electoral support. This is evidenced
by government efforts to control mafia corruption. Between 1991 and
June 2019, more than 249 municipal councils were dismissed because of
mafia connections, more than 60 of them two or three times (Avviso
Pubblico 2019). The council of Reggio Calabria, Calabria’s most populous
was dismissed in 2012. The ‘Ndrangheta’s political influence in south-
ern Calabria is particularly strong. Mafia members, their relatives, and
associates make up 10–20 percent of the local population in the province
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of Reggio Calabria. They control up to 40 percent of the votes in many
small and medium-sized municipalities (Arlacchi 1988, pp. 137–40; Com-
missione Antimafia XVI 2010).

Mafia groups’ political power is not only local. Numerous investi-
gations in Calabria and Sicily demonstrate that regional and national
politicians continue to accept mafia electoral support in exchange for fa-
vors. Totò Cuffaro, a former regional president, was sentenced in 2011 to
7 years imprisonment for abettingCosaNostra (Corte Suprema diCassa-
zione 2011; Bianconi 2015). Marcello Dell’Utri and Amedeo Matacena,
former members of the European and Italian parliaments for Silvio Ber-
lusconi’s party Forza Italia, were convicted respectively of abetting Cosa
Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta (Huffington Post 2014; Candito 2017).

Politicians could not, however, protect Cosa Nostra when it openly
challenged state power in the early 1990s by killing Judges Falcone and
Borsellino and bombing Rome, Florence, andMilan (Stille 1995). Those
events were a turning point. They triggered unprecedented intensifica-
tion of law enforcement action, as Bernardo Provenzano, then leader
of Cosa Nostra, acknowledged in a wiretapped conversation (Ministero
dell’Interno 2001, p. 10). Almost all Sicilian mafia bosses were arrested,
as were many, if not most, of their associates. Between 1992 and June
2018, theDirezione Investigativa Antimafia (DIA;Ministero dell’Interno
2019) issued several thousand arrest warrants for the offense of mem-
bership in a mafia organization. The DIA figures imply that the likeli-
hood of being arrested has become very high, especially since three other
police agencies also engage in antimafia activities. Most arrested mafia
members were convicted and given long prison sentences. As of June
2013, 6,758 people were in prison for involvement in mafia-type organi-
zations (Ministero della Giustizia 2013; 416bis). Of these, 645 of them
were subject in December 2009 to a special high-security incarceration
regime for mafia members (Ministero della Giustizia 2011). The finan-
cial drain has also been unprecedented. DIA (2013) alone seized assets
worth €11 billion from mafia groups between 1992 and 2011 and confis-
cated €1.8 billion. Prosecutors charged both mafia members and their
political protectors.

A broad long-termprocess ofmafia delegitimization began afterWorld
War II. Initiated by small, primarily Sicilian, elites, it gained popular sup-
port after the murder in Palermo in 1982 of General Dalla Chiesa. New
generations of criminal justice officials who were trained during and after
the 1968 Cultural Revolution have played crucial roles (Ginsborg 1998).
They rejected traditional acquiescence to local politicians and mafia
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leaders’ power-sharing and took the lead in antimafia investigations and
trials. Members included Giovanni Falcone, Paolo Borsellino, and other
investigative judges who wrote the indictment for the first maxiprocesso
in 1984–85. This case proved for the first time the existence of the Sici-
lian Cosa Nostra and led to the conviction of over 400 of its members
(Tribunale di Palermo 1987).

The antimafia movement has surged since the early 1990s, mobilizing
large numbers of people in Sicily and, to a lesser extent, in other south-
ern regions. Important new participants included the Italian and Sicilian
Employers’ Associations and the Catholic Church, which had previously
remained silent. Numerous antimafia and antiracketeering associations
were established (Santino 2000; Libera 2020). Traditional mafia values
of honor and omertà no longer attract public supporters. Even children
of mafia bosses publicly oppose the mafia (Arlacchi 2010, p. 268).

C. The American Cosa Nostra
American Cosa Nostra’s political power was never as widespread, ef-

fective, or legitimate as the Sicilian mafia’s. Traditional mafia subculture
found much less resonance in America than in southern Italy. American
mafiosi were too few and too scattered to achieve political dominion. Ex-
cept for New York, few cities contained sufficiently high concentrations
of Italian immigrants over whom mafia families could exert political do-
minion. Consolidation of power was made especially difficult by high pop-
ulation turnover; newcomers from overseas successively replaced earlier
arrivals who moved away. Migrants came from all parts of Italy, and many
were unwilling to recognize mafia claims; most had not encountered mafias
at home. Mafiosi were occasionally asked to resolve disputes and mediate
conflicts but never gained the prestige and influence of mafiosi in Italy
(Nelli 1976, pp. 37, 137).

Tolerance of and collusion with mafias by American public authorities
have been more limited than in Italy. Cosa Nostra leaders in New York,
Boston, and Chicago exerted considerable influence on politicians, pol-
itics, and the police from the 1920s through World War II (Nelli 1976,
pp. 190–93; Jacobs and Gouldin 1999, p. 156). However, their influence
declined rapidly as urban machines disappeared and federal law enforce-
ment agencies attacked corrupt relationships between mafiosi and local
police (Reuter 1995). American Cosa Nostra members since the 1970s
have been unable to rely on strong connections with high-ranking poli-
ticians and government officials. Since the 1980s they have been hard hit
by relentless criminal investigations and administrative reforms ( Jacobs
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1999). Almost all leading Cosa Nostra figures of the 1980s and 1990s are
in prison serving lengthy sentences or life without parole. Prospective
bosses have little likelihood of reviving illicit enterprises. Cosa Nostra
progressively lost the allure that it had had among Italian Americans
(Finckenauer 2001, p. 1).

D. The Yakuza
Yakuza groups have long enjoyed considerable popular legitimacy.

Milhaupt and West (2000), for example, showed that lack of efficient
legal mechanisms for conflict resolution created a demand for a “dark side
of private ordering, ” a necessary evil, that yakuza provided. Through
the early 1990s, yakuza’s services were highly valued in business sectors
most affected by Japan’s economic bubble. High-ranking yakuza sup-
plied money to financial companies at short notice when it was really
needed, and in the real estate industry acquired land within tight time
limits and provided workers for dangerous jobs (Hirotoshi 2017).

The yakuza has not been fully criminalized. Yakuza groups were fully
legal until 1991; they had phone listings and official offices, whose en-
trances bore the group name and emblem (Kaplan andDubro 1987; Sey-
mour 1996). Yakuza groups continue today to be regulated rather than
fully criminalized. This does not mean, though, that there have been
no ups and downs in relations with state authorities.

Japan’s first modern government, theMeiji that defeated the feudal re-
gime, initially prohibited gambling and fought the bakuto groups, even
though some had supported the Meiji overthrow of the Tokugawa sho-
gunate. Government hostility, however, did not last long, and controls
on gambling were soon relaxed. Faced with an increasingly confronta-
tional labor movement, both governments and industrialists sought help
from bakuto and tekiya groups in breaking strikes and assuring labor ac-
quiescence. As a result, yakuza developed links with right-wing groups,
nationalistic politicians, and military officials. However, those contacts
did not protect many yakuza from law enforcement targeting during
World War II when full mobilization of the economy made yakuza’s la-
bor market controls unnecessary.

Yakuza came back immediately after World War II. Resources were
scarce, and state capacities had collapsed. Only tekiya and to a lesser ex-
tent bakuto groups had the skills and contacts to create and control black
markets that supplied food to millions of Japanese. Weakened by Amer-
ican occupying forces, the Japanese police lacked means to challenge
yakuza’s power; a 1946 ordinance granted yakuza jurisdiction over the
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Tokyomarkets (Hill 2004, p. 44). Elsewhere, too, yakuza were given free
rein. InNagahama, the local yakuza boss sat in the city council and served
as head of the city’s police commission. Police forces inmany other towns
depended on donations, including from yakuza, to operate (Hill 2004,
p. 54).

Once fear of communism cooled American resolve to purge right-
wing extremists from Japan’s government and business elites, yakuza
leaders “became an integral part of a conservative nexus that was a rein-
carnation of the prewar nationalist version [of violent political support
groups]” (Siniawer 2008, p. 150). Conservative politicians, right-wing
extremists, and yakuza formed anticommunist organizations similar to
those in prewar times. In 1952, senior conservative politicians enlisted
yakuza to protect the Diet building against left-wing protestors trying
to prevent passage of the Subversive Activities Bill. In 1959 and 1960
yakuza helped curb left-wing demonstrations intended to block passage
of a revised security treaty with the United States. When, after the treaty
was ratified, rioting threatened to disrupt a planned visit by US President
Dwight Eisenhower, Tokyo yakuza and right-wing groups were re-
cruited to protect him (Kaplan and Dubro 1987, pp. 104–7; Siniawer
2008, pp. 166–68).

Yakuza’s links with high-level politicians in the 1950s and 1960s were
open and intense. The relationship was promoted by Yoshio Kodama,
said to have been “perhaps the most powerful single individual within
the LDP” (Kaplan and Dubro 1987, p. 84), The LDP or Liberal Dem-
ocratic Party uninterruptedly ruled Japan in the second half of the twen-
tieth century. Politicians profited from yakuza support in many ways:
raising funds, organizing voters, and discrediting opponents. They re-
paid such favors through high-level protection and contacts. In 1971
former Prime Minister Kishi and former Education Minister Kakamura
guaranteed bail for a Yamaguchi-gumi boss arrested for murder (Kaplan
and Dubro 1987, p. 145).

Since the 1970s, and especially since the Lockheed bribery scandal in
1976 that led to Kodama’s fall, politicians’ contacts with yakuza have be-
come more secretive. They still occur, though, and numerous national
politicians including cabinet ministers have been caught in recent de-
cades in transactions with prominent yakuza (Hill 2004). In 1987, for ex-
ample, Takeshita Noboru and Kanemaru Shin, two of the most impor-
tant politicians in Japan, sought help from Ishii of the Inagawa-kai in
silencing a right-wing organization that was undermining Takeshita’s
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campaign to become prime minister. Such corrupt exchanges, once gen-
erally known, have become scandals and led to the downfall of the
politicians involved, but high-level contacts persist. As of 2008, at least
six LDP cabinet ministers had yakuza links (Hill 2014).

Japan’s mafia organizations did not place all bets on a single political
party. Before the 2009 election, the Yamaguchi-gumi headquarters
instructed its branches to support the Democratic Party of Japan. This
effectively defeated LDP and ended its postwar dominance. Yamaguchi-
gumi’s decision was apparently not only based on opportunism; its leader-
ship was allegedly frustrated by increasingly harsh law enforcement
operations (Adelstein 2010).

Yakuza’s relations with the police followed a similar path. In the imme-
diate postwar years the police relied on yakuza to maintain order and for
its own protection (Hill 2014, pp. 58–59). Relations, however, became
progressively less cooperative, less visible, and more differentiated over
time. Wider societal changes affected yakuza’s legitimacy. Japan’s police
were empowered by recentralization and by establishment of the Na-
tional Police Agency (NPA). According to Hill (2014), the NPA through
its investigations and legislative changes it has promoted has limited
yakuza’s power. The police in the early 1990s launched the “summit
strategy”: it involved arrests of hundreds of high-ranking yakuza, taking
control of their illegal income sources, and temporary disbanding of sev-
eral yakuza consortia.

The NPA was the driving force behind adoption in 1991 of the Act on
Prevention of Unjust Acts by Organized Crime Group Members, or
antiboryokudan law. It enabled the Public Safety Commission to desig-
nate certain groups as boryokudan, imposed administrative controls over
semi-illegal “violent demands” by members of these groups, limited use
of gang offices during intergroup conflicts, and established a regional
center to assist boryokudan victims and promote the groups’ eradication.
These provisions look mild byWestern standards. Complaints have been
made by Japanese scholars and police officers, partly because the most
stringent proposed provisions were not enacted. There is no doubt that
adoption of the Act on Prevention of Unjust Acts by Organized Crime
Group Members was a watershed event (Hill 2004, pp. 245–47).

Relationships between yakuza and police at local levels are not, how-
ever, always hostile. Many local police prefer to maintain amicable rela-
tionships in order to obtain information about street and violent crimes
and about expelled members (who may become rogue lone wolf criminals),
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and are willing to tolerate yakuza’s activities so long as they are victim-
less and consensual. There have also been cases of outright corruption.
In 1986, 124 police officers in Osaka were dismissed or disciplined for
accepting bribes to warn yakuza bosses of impending raids of gaming
machine operations (Kaplan and Dubro 1987, pp. 157–59). Corrupt ex-
changes have persisted into the twenty-first century (Rankin 2012b), pro-
moted by a deep-rooted culture of gift-giving and reciprocity, often mani-
fested in the giving of envelopes filled with cash. Nonetheless, it is fair
to say that relations between yakuza and police are less symbiotic and
legitimate than in the 1950s and 1960s.

“Yakuza exclusion ordinances” enacted inmany prefectures since 2010
are a sign of changing attitudes. Those ordinances prohibit citizens and
companies from doing business with yakuza and thereby cut them off
from legitimate sources of income. Local ordinances, in force through-
out Japan, have much the same effect (Noboru 2018). Law enforcement
agencies are also getting tougher. In 2017, the Japanese police arrested
17,737 boryokudan members, more than half the total number (NPA
2018, p. 30).

These initiatives reflect increasingly critical societal attitudes. Many
Japanese accept yakuza’s chivalry myth and its mutual aid ideology,
which are incessantly glamorized by the Japanese entertainment indus-
try. They also appreciate yakuza’s positive sides. For example, yakuza
groups won much praise for quick and extensive help after the 2011 tsu-
nami and Fukushima nuclear disaster. Rankin (2012b) observes, “It ap-
pears that awareness of the fundamental criminality of the yakuza does
not preclude a degree of respect for their achievements.”

However, attitudes are changing. Every year hundreds of lawyers, de-
manding an official ban, hold an antiyakuza protest march in front of
Yamaguchi-gumi headquarters (McNeil and Adelstein 2008; Adelstein
2017). When Yamaguchi-gumi in 2018 held its annual Halloween event
for Kobe’s children, more than 100 protesters gathered outside, stressing
that the treats came from criminal proceeds and calling for deportation of
violent gangs (Shim 2018). Local residents in other cities have also orga-
nized “boryokudan office removal campaigns,” which have been sup-
ported by the Japanese police (NPA 2018, p. 30).

Increasing restrictions on profit-making legal activities, and much di-
minished opportunities in real estate and finance since Japan’s economic
bubble burst, have forced rank-and-file members to rely on predatory
activities, frauds, and amphetamine trafficking to support themselves and
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pay yakuzamembership fees.Until recently yakuza caused little visible harm
to ordinary citizens; this shift has tarnished their popular image.

Delegitimization has been acknowledged by Yoshinori Oda, a high-
ranking, defecting member of the Yamaguchi-gumi: “After Japan’s eco-
nomic bubble, we became a bunch of money worshipping thugs, no better
than common mafia across the world. Yakuza are engaging in ‘wire-me-
the-money’ fraud (which preys on the elderly) and I’d like to make them
stop. It’s these things that have made the public dub us ‘antisocial forces’”
(Adelstein 2017). It remains to be seen whether Oda’s plan, announced at a
press conference, to establish a “humanitarian organization,” return to
yakuza’s old principles, limit criminal activity to traditional protection
services, and operate “peace patrols” to prevent street crime will stop
yakuza’s delegitimization.
X. The Decline
All five mafias have lost legitimacy and government tolerance. The pro-
cess started at different times in different places and varies in details but
has affected mafias’ other typifying characteristics (except longevity).

Membership in most, if not all, has shrunk considerably. Sicilian Cosa
Nostra’s membership declined by a third between the early 1990s and
2017 (Ministero dell’Interno 2019). The American Cosa Nostra has re-
tained a third of the 3,000 members it had in the 1970s (Albanese 2014,
p. 152). Yakuza’s membership in 2017 was 18 percent of members and
associates at its peak in 1963 (NPA 2018). Declines in both full mem-
bers and associates accelerated after 2005, with a 10 percent drop in full
members between 2016 and 2017 (Nippon.com 2017; Noboru 2018).

The American Cosa Nostra, the triads, and yakuza, and probably the
Sicilian Cosa Nostra, have shut down units and, in the case of the triads,
whole consortia. In 1999, a high-ranking Hong Kong police officer
reported that only five triads remained active (Sun Yee On, Wo Shing
Wo, 14K, Wo On Lok, and Wo Hop To; Zhang and Chin 2003,
p. 484). The recent split within the Yamaguchi-gumi is a sign of weak-
ness, not strength.

In someorganizations, organizational complexity has been reduced.The
two Cosa Nostras have reverted to their original segmentary structures,
probably not convening regular meetings of their interfamily coordinat-
ing bodies, the “commissions,” for many years (Ministero dell’Interno 2019;
Jacobs 2020). The structures of most triads and, within each consortium,
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the single units, have been simplified (Chu 2000, pp. 22–26). Zhang
and Chin (2003, p. 484) quote a police officer who observed, “While the
traditional structure of a triad society can be well organized, nowadays
triads are only a collection of loose-knit groups or gangs.”

Mafias’ elaborate cultural apparatus has also come under pressure.
Many rituals, symbols, and norms are increasingly seen as cumbersome,
as outmoded legacies of a remote past. Within the Hong Kong triads,
initiation ceremonies have been much simplified (Chu 2000, pp. 32–
34). An increasing number of recruits experience a shortened procedure
known as “hanging the blue lantern.”This is verbal recognition of a new
triad member without oath or ritual, and usually takes less than 5 min-
utes. People recruited in this way in the past were not considered to be
full members but only probationers with full initiation to come later. In
this century some triads seem to have abandoned initiation ceremonies
entirely from fear of undercover police agents (Lo and Kwok 2012;
Lilias 2014).

Mafias’ cultural apparatus is losing its grip on current members and its
appeal to prospective ones. In the Italian and American mafias the code
of honor with its restrictive sexual norms looks increasing backward and
awkward (Colaprico and Fazzo 1995). Reflecting modernization in the
broader society, mafiosi since the 1970s in Sicily and Calabria—and ear-
lier in the United States—have identified honor with wealth, devoting
increasing time and energy to maximizing profits (Arlacchi 1988). Suc-
cessful entrepreneurial transformations have weakened in-group moral-
ity and increased the gap between mafia ideology and tradition and what
mafiosi do in everyday life (Paoli 2003).

Similar developments have affected the cultural apparatuses of Hong
Kong triads and yakuza (Chin 2014; Adelstein 2017). Most mafia mem-
bers realize that their organizations’ values and ideology are routinely
ignored, especially by higher-ranking members. Lower-level members
feel entitled to do the same when compliance entails heavy personal sac-
rifices—as it often does, given increased law enforcement pressures.

New members who have grown up in societies that regard economic
success as the basis of social reputation subscribe only superficially toma-
fia traditions and prescriptions. Adhesion to a mafia group has become
primarily instrumental, based on utilitarian assessments of costs and
rewards (Chu 2000, p. 34).

As a result, starting in the 1980s an unprecedented number of Hong
Kong triad members began switching societies (Chu 2000, p. 34). A similar
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pattern has more recently developed in the yakuza, where punishments
of breakaway members and groups are no longer applied: “Before, it was
the end for gangsters who received these punishments,” notes Sakurai
Kenji, a former Yamaguchi-gumi boss. “But now they’ve lost their power.
It doesn’t matter if you’ve been given hamon or zetsuen [the two main
punishments against defectors]. You can still be welcomed at an opposing
group. If members aren’t scared of getting these punishments, they can do
what they like. The rules have changed, and it’s making people nervous”
(Nippon.com 2017). More than 4,000 members formally left the yakuza be-
tween 2011, when the exclusion ordinances were passed, and 2017, accord-
ing to police data (Hoshino and Kamada 2018; Noboru 2018). Unprec-
edented numbers of American and southern Italian mafiosi, including
high-ranking members, motivated by availability of witness protection pro-
grams, have cooperated with criminal justice agencies, providing precious
evidence against former associates and bosses but also against their politi-
cal protectors (Lupo 2009; Ministero dell’Interno 2012a; Jacobs 2020).

The Sicilian Cosa Nostra has tried to stop the flood of defectors by
reasserting old principles. Cosa Nostra’s leadership has reportedly re-
stricted the number of new initiations and, following ‘Ndrangheta’s ex-
ample, increasingly relies on natural rather than fictive family ties
(Balsamo 2006, p. 377; Scaglione 2016, p. 64). Given the parallel trends
affecting all mafias and the underlying socioeconomic and political changes,
long-term processes of delegitimization and loss of members’ uncondi-
tional allegiance are unlikely to reverse.

Mafias’ traditional ideologies are increasingly unappealing to prospec-
tive members. Particularly in the United States, mafia groups have been
increasingly unable to attract young, able, intelligent, ambitious Italian
Americans. Many high-ranking mafiosi have discouraged their own sons
(Reuter 1995; Arlacchi 2010). The strict recruitment criteria and proce-
dures of Italian and American mafias hinder internalization of the com-
petencies needed to compete successfully in international illegal markets
and infiltrate legitimate industries. And, because they often require pro-
spective members to prove their honor by committing violent crimes,
mafias often end up selecting tough, poorly educated felons.

Hong Kong triads since the late 1990s have relaxed recruitment cri-
teria and admitted even some Hong Kong–born Indians and Pakistanis
(Chin 2014). Nonetheless, triads’ formalized selection procedures ham-
per development of connections and competencies necessary to organize
transcontinental illegal ventures (Zhang and Chin (2003).
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Only ‘Ndrangheta seem at least partly to have overcome some of these
constraints. Defectors are much less common because of its reliance on
natural, rather than fictive, blood ties among members. Scions of several
powerful ‘Ndrangheta families have obtained university degrees, thus
acquiring specialized expertise (DDA Reggio Calabria 2010). Last but
not least, ‘Ndrangheta has also benefited from the backwardness of its
home territories, which remain more tolerant of mafia groups’ political
and economic power than are people in other mafias’ areas.

‘Ndrangheta has also been more successful than other mafias in its il-
legal profit-making activities. Extensive branches in northern Italy, west-
ern Europe, Canada, and Australia, and perhaps their leaders’ entrepre-
neurial acumen have enabled some ‘Ndrangheta groups to continue to
play significant roles in the world cocaine market.

The scales of the other mafias’ traditional illegal activities are much re-
duced, and they have not established successful roles in new markets.
Declines are sometimes products of policy changes, such as legalization
of gambling in the United States (Coryn, Fijnaut, and Littler 2008).
Other causes include enhanced law enforcement pressures, peripheral
positions, and lack of production and transshipment contacts, as in the
case of heroin trafficking for the Sicilian and American Cosa Nostra
(Paoli 2003).

Zhang and Chin (2003, 2006, 2008; Chin and Zhang 2015) have per-
suasively demonstrated that contemporary triads do not control or even
occupy important positions in drug or human smuggling, two of the most
profitable organized crime activities in Asia. Likewise, though triads from
Hong Kong and Taiwan reentered mainland China in the early 1980s,
they have remained subordinate to local organized crime groups (Xia
2006). Zhang and Chin (2003) argue that a “structural deficiency” explains
why triads have not seized new opportunities in transnational crime. Be-
cause they and their traditional activities such as gambling, prostitution,
and loansharking are geographically constrained, they are not well suited
to fluid transnational market conditions. Southern Italian mafia groups
have been unable to, or are uninterested in, playing roles in human smug-
gling, an activity that has boomed. Their home regions have become entry
points for hundreds of thousands of African and Middle Eastern migrants
(Campana 2020).

Mafia organizations draw the bulk of their revenues from legitimate
sectors such as real estate and government contracts, even though their in-
volvement, frequently involving corruption, extortion, and manipulation
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of public tenders, is illegal or of dubious legality (Paoli 2003; Zhang and
Chin 2003; Sciarrone 2014). Even those activities have been seriously dis-
rupted by more effective regulation and intensified controls. Successful
civil RICOcases in theUnited States have since the 1980s prompted thor-
ough reform of most unions and businesses that were once controlled
by Cosa Nostra. This litigation, together with the declining strength of
unions generally, much reducedCosaNostra’s influence on theAmerican
economy ( Jacobs 2020).

Higher level yakuza can make easy money in the financial and real es-
tate sectors, but lower level yakuza are increasingly barred by the exclu-
sion ordinances from offering protection services in the legitimate econ-
omy. They lament the difficulties of making a living and supporting a
family, problems that have contributed to the recent wave of defections
(Noboru 2018). In all contexts, mafia organizations are less able than
previously to exercise political dominion, because the local populations
are less willing to accept their power and state representatives no longer
are willing to share theirs.
XI. Looking Forward
Five organized criminal organizations,mafias, exemplify organized crime:
the America and Sicilian Cosa Nostras, the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta, the
Chinese triads, and the Japanese yakuza. They are true organizations in
sociological and legal senses. They are anomalies in contemporary orga-
nized crime.

All five emerged in times and places in which modern state institu-
tions had not consolidated, were weak, or—as in the case of colonial
powers in Asia—preferred to exercise their powers indirectly. A paradox
emerges. Except for the American Cosa Nostra, mafias, the most iconic
criminal organizations, were not substantively or even formally criminal-
ized for a considerable portion of their existence. They were considered
legitimate by local populations and representatives of local and some-
times national state authorities. In some cases—especially in Japan—they
have been formally legal.

Declines experienced by all mafias, with the partial exception of the
‘Ndrangheta, reflect reduced tolerance from state authorities. This has
been promoted by, and reinforces, mafia organizations’ progressive loss of
popular legitimacy. Even this eighth, accidental, shared mafia characteristic
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points to the importance of the state’s role in enabling consolidation,
survival, or decline of mafias.13

This comparative analysis shows that law enforcement investigations
have been fundamentally important in weakening mafias’ power and
their reputations for impunity (Catino 2020; Jacobs 2020). In most
countries, including Italy and the United States, criminal justice policy
initiatives have successfully complemented administrative and civil law
measures. Examples include the cleaning up of the Fulton fish market
in New York City, long infested by Cosa Nostra; the dismissal in Italy
of hundreds of city councils that had been infiltrated by mafia groups;
and the curbing of police and political corruption in Hong Kong, which
has transformed an administration known for its triad connections into
one of the least corrupt in the world. The effectiveness of these non-
criminal-justice interventions is most evident in Japan, a country that
continues to use the criminal law sparingly in controlling its local mafia.
The yakuza exclusion ordinances issued by many prefectures have con-
siderably reduced yakuza’s revenues and power and accelerated its
delegitimization.

State actions against the mafias have been intertwined with, and sup-
ported by, civil society initiatives. Enlightened small groups within the
criminal justice apparatus and the civil society initially took the lead,
and antimafia movements have steadily gained popular support (Schnei-
der and Schneider 2003; Rakopoulos 2014; Shim 2018). Long-standing
support for mafia groups in the general population and among state rep-
resentatives has declined and weakened, thus undermining mafias’ power.

This is not a time, however, for excessive optimism. Mafias have over
the decades demonstrated extraordinary flexibility and resilience in the
face of changing political and socioeconomic conditions. All five, though
diminished, survive. They can rely on formalized structures with well-
delineated command positions and elaborate cultural apparatuses. Some
of their cultural codes and rites look increasingly out of step with con-
temporary cultural norms, but their insistence on family ties, whether
blood or fictive, resonates with some parts of local populations. The
widespread acceptance and tolerance of patronage relationships in Italy
13 The key role of the state in consolidation and survival of mafia-type organizations
emerges from broader comparative and historical analyses. Many gangs and criminal asso-
ciations were active until the early nineteenth century in northern Europe but were swept
away by the rise of modern state institutions (Fijnaut 2014).
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and Japan encourage corrupt agreements between mafiosi and politi-
cians. In places such as southern Italy that are characterized by chronic
high levels of unemployment, mafia careers may continue to attract
youngsters with inadequate educations and few hopes of finding appeal-
ing conventional jobs. The Cosa Nostra endures even in the United
States despite nearly five decades of relentless law enforcement actions.
Mafias will not easily be swept away.
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How Similar Are Modern
Criminal Syndicates to
Traditional Mafias?
A B S T R A CT

Five organizations exemplify organized crime organizations, or “mafias”: the
American and Sicilian Cosa Nostras, the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta, Chinese
triads, and Japanese yakuza. Newer syndicates have emerged that are often
called organized crime organizations but most importantly differ from the
exemplars. Drug trafficking syndicates in Colombia and Mexico are large,
wealthy, and extraordinarily violent but have proven fragile in the face of
aggressive law enforcement, do not have fully formalized internal structures
or elaborate cultures, and only occasionally attempt to exercise political power
or provide dispute settlement services in the criminal world. The Primeiro
Comando da Capital in Sao Paulo, originally a prisoner self-protection group,
comes closer. It has a formalized internal structure and an elaborate culture
that permit it partly to control drug markets and provide an alternative justice
system in parts of Brazil. Rio de Janeiro’s Commando Vermelho, also origi-
nally prison-based and now extensively involved in drug trafficking, has some
mafia-like characteristics. Other criminal syndicates are better thought of as
“candidate criminal organizations” because they are not fully consolidated
(e.g., the Neapolitan camorra), are not fully criminalized (e.g., Hells Angels),
or aim mainly at political subversion and have only subsidiary involvement in
profit-making crimes (e.g., the Colombian FARC).
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The label “organized crime” is freely conferred in modern times on a
heterogeneous set of entities. Official definitions allow the term to be
applied to very modest illegal enterprises; three men and a dog regularly
selling cannabis may be called organized crime. For example, the defini-
tion adopted by the United Kingdom’s Serious and Organized Crime
Agency in 2012 is broad and loose, has a clear focus on profit-making
crimes, and sets no organizational requirements: “Organised crime is
defined as those involved, normally working with others, in continuing
serious criminal activities for substantial profit, whether based in the UK
or elsewhere” (SOCA 2012; see also BKA 2018).1

The legal offense of criminal organization, increasingly treated as a
synonym for organized crime (e.g., Europol 2013), is also broad and
loose. In European Union criminal law and, thus, in the criminal laws of
all EU member states, criminal organization requires no more than two
people to cooperate for a certain period of time in the commission of se-
rious criminal offenses (Council of the European Union 2008; Calderoni
2010). In such official definitions, and in some proposed by scholars (e.g.,
Felson 2009, pp. 159–60), organized crime seems tomean littlemore than
co-offending by more than two perpetrators. Known as the illegal enter-
prise paradigm, this understanding equates organized crime with profit-
making criminal activities, in particular the provision of illegal goods
and services (e.g., van Duyne 1997; Edwards and Levi 2008).

Despite these loose definitions, in public imagery and political rheto-
ric, organized crime is still identified with large-scale, long-lasting, well-
structured, and presumably powerful criminal organizations. Since about
1960, the American mafia or Cosa Nostra has served as the embodiment
of this second understanding of organized crime. Since the 1980s, Cosa
Nostra’s Sicilian counterpart and a few other organizations have taken on
similar mythical status. The alleged growing presence and reach of crim-
inal organizations have been repeatedly used to justify expanded state
powers. For example, the European Union’s first policy intervention
concerning organized crime opened with the claim: “Organized crime
is increasingly becoming a threat to society as we know it and want to
1 The UK government (see p. 11 at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government
/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/752850/SOC-2018-web.pdf) has shifted to
the even broader category of serious and organized crime, defined as “individuals planning,
coordinating and committing serious offences, whether individually, in groups and/or as
part of transnational networks.”
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preserve it. Criminal behavior no longer is the domain of individuals
only, but also of organizations that pervade the various structures of civil
society, and indeed society as a whole” (European Commission 1997,
p. 1).

Given this dual understanding of organized crime in terms of both
criminal activities and criminal organizations, the term has lost coher-
ence as the basis for justifying expanded powers of the state or for re-
search. We do not in this essay propose a new and competing definition
of organized crime but attempt to learn from organizations to which ap-
plication of the label is uncontroversial. Five sets of criminal organiza-
tions are considered exemplars of organized crime, namely the American
Cosa Nostra, Sicilian Cosa Nostra, Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta, Chinese
triads, and Japanese yakuza. These are regularly called “mafias” or “ma-
fia organizations” (see, e.g., Catino 2019, 2020; Paoli 2020; Varese
2020). Catino (2019) also includes the Neapolitan camorra and the Rus-
sian mafia. We explain below why we disagree, but note that some parts
of the so-called Russian mafia, specifically the fraternal association vory-
v-zakone (thieves with a code of honor), and some groups of the camorra,
come close.

In this essay we examine some of the most prominent of the newer en-
tities that are consistently called organized crime. To what extent are
they criminal organizations in a sociological and not just legal sense?
Do they share the distinctive characteristics of the “iconic five” mafia
organizations?

The definition of criminal organization used here is much more re-
strictive than the legal offense of criminal organization or conventional
understandings of the term “organized crime.” We apply the classical
definition of organization given by Max Weber ([1922] 1978, p. 48):
“a social relationship which is either closed or limits the admission of
outsiders [and whose] regulations are enforced by specific individuals:
a chief and, possibly, an administrative staff, which normally also has
representative powers.”Definitions that draw onWeber are widely used
in organization studies (e.g., Tolbert and Hall 2009). Criminal orga-
nizations, as we use the term, are social entities that are relatively large,
have clear barriers to entry, an internal structure, and their own rules.
They are either entirely criminal in purpose or routinely engage in crim-
inal activities, whether for profit or for other purposes, directly or indi-
rectly (i.e., through their members). Like other organized crime schol-
ars, we do not include terrorist organizations in this category, unless
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their involvement in profit-making criminal activities comes to rival
their original political cause, as for example in case of the FARC (Fuer-
zas Armadas Revolucionarias deColombia [Revolutionary Armed Forces
of Colombia]) in Colombia. In this respect, the term “organized crime
organization,” which Jacobs (2020) has recently proposed, would be
more precise than the generic expression “criminal organization.”How-
ever, the term “organized crime organization” rings awkwardly to the ear
and would add yet another label to an already bulging armory.

Drawing on the extensive literature on the five mafias, we believe that
the following seven characteristics typify them:

Longevity. The five mafias have all existed for at least a century. That
longevity has been a source of power, since it creates an expectation of
survival and enhances reputation and thus the capacity to intimidate
by threat alone. Mafias’ extraordinary longevity implies that they devel-
oped in premodern contexts in which state authorities had not yet mo-
nopolized the use of violence or were, as in the first Chinese settlements
in Southeast Asia (e.g., Ownby and Somers Heidhues 1993), utterly ab-
sent. The American mafia is an apparent exception to the claim of pre-
modernity but was explicitlymodeled on the SicilianCosaNostra.Mafias’
premodern roots also influence their structure and culture.

Large size. All five mafias have in their histories had at least a few thou-
sand members for several decades. The Chinese triads and Japanese
yakuza had more than 230,000 and 180,000 members, respectively, at
their peaks (Morgan 1960; NPA 2018). Although not all triad members
were criminally active, these figures refer only to members who have
been ritually affiliated. As is typical of true organizations, mafias clearly
distinguish members from nonmembers.

Formalized and complex structure. As is required for a true organization,
each of the five mafias has an internal set of rules and hierarchies; these
are highly formalized and complex. They also have ruling bodies within
each group and often also across groups that make up the consortia. Ma-
fia organizations are segmentary societies—that is, consortia composed
of several units that recognize each other as part of the same consortium.
All five have mechanisms for dispute settlement, though their strength
varies substantially.

Elaborate cultural apparatus. This constitutes an effort to generate an
enduring commitment to the organization and a sense of family and iden-
tity.Mafia organizations often have initiation rituals, written sets of norms
and penalties, and procedures to deal with violations. This enables



Similarities between Criminal Syndicates and Mafias? 227
them to create a collective identity, justify their existence and generate
lifelong commitments, new identities, and fictive kinship ties among their
members.

The contracts binding members to mafias are very different from the
narrowly drawn employment contracts that are standard in contempo-
rary bureaucracies and corporations, as well as in many illegal enter-
prises. The long-term and broad mafia contracts, and the fictive families
they create, give mafia bosses extraordinary flexibility; in principle no
order can be disobeyed by the members. However, in order to be effec-
tive, these contracts can be imposed only on candidates who are already
socialized into certain values and norms, thus limiting the pools of eligi-
ble members.

Multifunctionality. All five mafias have engaged in a wide variety of ac-
tivities, both legal and illegal. Some aim principally at increasing the
organization’s power within the community or even further afield; others
are purely profit-making. There is rarely an effort to control the money-
making activities members participate in. Profit-making activities, pro-
pelled by the late twentieth-century emergence of mass drug markets,
have become more important, but historically the development and
wielding of power were the mafias’ distinctive feature. With the possible
exception of the American Cosa Nostra, profit maximization even today
is not their exclusive, or even their main, aim.

Goal of political dominion and long-standing ability to provide governance
services. Mafia organizations are different from illegal enterprises and
from other criminal organizations because they claim to exercise a local
political dominion that extends beyond their members and collaborators.
They also deliver certain governance services, particularly related to set-
tlement of disputes and provision of personal security. They are thus in-
herently political organizations that have tried over time, with varying
degrees of success, to enforce their rules on certain communities. They
have attempted to endow themselves with legitimacy but have never suc-
ceeded in neutralizing all rival centers of power (Tilly 1985, 1988).

Popular legitimacy and power sharing. With their claim to exercise a
political dominion, mafias have long enjoyed a considerable degree of
popular legitimacy and have entered into de facto, or sometimes even
official, power-sharing arrangements with local state institutions. No
other organized crime actors have enjoyed such long-standing legiti-
macy from both the communities within which they operate and local
state authorities.
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UsingWeber’s definition of organization and this list of mafias’ typify-
ing characteristics as benchmarks, we focusfirst on the criminal syndicates
of three Latin American countries, Colombia, Mexico, and Brazil. These
are described in some detail since this requires integrating a scattered lit-
erature. Our comparative analysis shows that few of these criminal syn-
dicates can be formally defined as organizations. In particular, all the
prominent drug trafficking syndicates in Colombia and almost all in
Mexico fail themost basic test of an organization. They have neither strict
criteria to distinguishmembers fromnonmembers nor a formalized inter-
nal structure with clear command positions. Moreover and perhaps sur-
prisingly, neither the earlier nor the newer drug trafficking syndicates
in Colombia andMexico rely on a premodern, elaborate cultural appara-
tus such as those of traditional mafias to secure their members’ allegiance.
They usually show much less ambition than traditional mafias to exercise
political power or provide dispute settlement services to other criminals
or the broader population. The Sao Paulo Primeiro Comando da Capital
(PCC) is by far the most developed in its internal structure, culture, and
governance functions. The PCC is clearly a criminal organization in the
Weberian sense and, though only 25 years old, appears well launched to
become a powerful and enduring mafia if it can survive the departure of
its charismatic leader. The Commando Vermelho (Red Command in
Portuguese, also known as CV) in Rio de Janeiro may have many mafia
characteristics; the evidence is less clear.

We then consider more heterogeneous sets of entities more briefly.
One set comprises “not fully consolidated criminal organizations” such
as the Neapolitan camorra, groups that emerged in Eastern Europe after
the end of communism (Russia and Albania), and some emergent groups
inWestern Europe.We treat the camorra in detail because in the distant
past it almost certainly was a mafia organization. Another set comprises
offshoots of voluntary or sports associations, including the motorcycle
gangs. These are true organizations, but we refer to them as candidate
criminal organizations because they are not fully criminalized. The final
set includes terrorist, paramilitary, and military groups that draw a grow-
ing share of their revenues from profit-making criminal activities, thus
shifting away from their original subversive or military objectives.

The literature on the relatively new Latin American syndicates is not
nearly as rich as that on the older five mafias. For example, there are no
studies of the internal dynamics of Mexican drug-trafficking syndicates
based on long-term undercover investigations (as with Donny Brasco for
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the American mafia; Pistone 1988) or extended statements by high-level
informants (such as the pentiti for the Sicilian Cosa Nostra; e.g., Com-
missione Parlamentare Antimafia 1992).2 TheBrazilian literature is better
but still weaker than for the historical syndicates. Lessing (2018) provides
an outstanding analytic account of the dynamics of drug wars in Brazil,
Colombia, and Mexico but with primary emphasis on the relationships
between the syndicates and government policy. Our analysis of these
syndicates is correspondingly limited. Time and space limitations pre-
vent consideration of comparably powerful groups in three smaller and
poorer Latin American countries, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Hon-
duras, which constitute the Northern Triangle of Central America (Mi-
guel Cruz 2010; Seelke 2016).

Why is it useful to establish whether some of the most prominent con-
temporary criminal syndicates are organizations and which traits they
share with mafias? First, we see this essay as the beginning of an effort
to develop a categorization of contemporary organized crime actors.
Despite the subject’s media salience, the burgeoning literature on orga-
nized crime, and numerous policy initiatives targeting organized crime,
systematic comparisons of criminal entities are rare (i.e., Krauthausen
1997; Paoli 2002; Catino 2019). Comparative analysis has been ham-
pered not only by the lack of data but also by confusion and ambiguities
surrounding the concepts of organized crime and criminal organization.
As a result, the varieties of organized crime actors have not been catego-
rized. The comparative analysis of organized crime actors also provides a
novel approach for bringing some clarity to the confused and confusing
debate about the nature of organized crime. Previous efforts have looked
for a consensus definition of organized crime but have mostly ended in
identifying only basic, generic features and have not generated much
progress.3 Given the fuzziness of the concept and the increasing focus
2 A rare exception is Human Rights Clinic (2017), analyzing testimony in a number of
US federal trials of the Zetas, a Mexican criminal syndicate. It is telling that this represents
detail not generated within Mexico itself.

3 Varese (2010), for example, analyzed a database of 115 definitions of organized crime
primarily from criminologists, criminal justice agencies, and statutes, which had been cre-
ated by Klaus von Lampe; see von Lampe (2019) for the most recent version of the data-
base. Varese presented statistical descriptions of the occurrence of specific features of the
definitions over time (1915–2009) and across 23 countries (but mostly from the United
States). He distinguished between organizations and activities in his review of definitions.
For organizations, concepts such as specialization, hierarchy, and networks are most fre-
quently mentioned. For activities, the list of relevant dimensions is slight: just monopoly
and provision of illegal goods and services.
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on prohibited profit-making activities, it is no surprise that several schol-
ars (e.g., Naylor 2003; Edwards and Levi 2008) have suggested getting
rid of the term “organized crime” altogether and focusing instead on
the organization of crime for gain.

Since the 1980s, scholars (e.g., Bouchard and Morselli 2014) and a
growing number of policy and law enforcement agencies worldwide
(e.g., Europol 2003;WhiteHouse 2011) have observed that true criminal
organizations are the exception rather than the rule in the vast panorama
of organized crime. Most exchanges in the illegal or criminal markets of
developed countries are carried out by criminal enterprises, which are
also frequently referred to as organized crime but are smaller and more
ephemeral than mafias or other criminal organizations.

Second, we believe that research would profit from a focus on the dis-
tinctive features of mafias. This is not only because the five mafias—most
prominently the American and Sicilian Cosa Nostras—have since the
1960s been considered exemplars. The ambition to exercise political do-
minion and provide competing dispute resolution and other governance
services presents a distinctive threat of mafias to the legitimacy of the
state. The five mafias all developed as responses to the failure of govern-
ment to provide security of property and sometimes persons; profit-
making criminal activities were not necessarily the first activities they
undertook. If more modern criminal syndicates are able to imitate the
mafias and present themselves as credible alternatives to the governments
of failing states, that failure will be more difficult to reverse.

Multiple dimensions of research are affected by whether mafias and
other criminal organizations are present. For example, there is a growing
interest in the criminal careers of those involved in organized crime
(Kleemans and van Kopen 2020). Mafias, with their emphasis on lifelong
commitment and demanding initiation rituals, create distinct pathways;
sheer economic ability counts for less in advancing in the organization.
Military or political skills might also be essential tomake a career in other
criminal syndicates that share mafias’ governance ambitions or are in-
volved in open conflicts with state authorities or competing syndicates.
Network analysis, used to understand the relationships among offenders
in organizations or markets (Bouchard 2020), will require a different in-
terpretation if mafias or other real organizations are present, whether or
not these organizations are fully criminalized or are military bureaucra-
cies or militias once fully dedicated to a revolutionary cause.
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The essay is organized as follows. Sections I through III present rel-
atively detailed descriptions of the Colombian, Mexican, and Brazilian
drug-trafficking syndicates. Section IV presents a comparative analysis
of the Latin American cases. Section V provides a much briefer discus-
sion of a variety of entities that have been, we think, mischaracterized as
organized crime and why they differ from mafias. Section VI concludes.
I. Colombian Drug “Cartels”4

The growth of the United States cocaine market in the 1980s provided
the basis for a large refining and export industry in Colombia. That gen-
erated the most visible and politically active criminal syndicates of mod-
ern times. The cocaine “cartels,” the standard but inaccurate name given
to these trafficking syndicates, challenged the Colombian national gov-
ernment in the late 1980s. In 1989 they assassinated the leading presi-
dential candidate (Luis Carlos Galan) and shot down a civilian jet plane
with 139 passengers that they believed carried another political leader
threatening their activities. This violence led to a military crackdown;
the US government provided substantial resources and expertise to that
effort. The result by 1995 was the removal by death or incarceration of
the leadership of these syndicates. The cocaine trade continued unabated
but in a very different form, with a relatively large number of small en-
terprises. It is useful then to divide the analysis between the pre- and
postcrackdown periods.

A. The Cocaine Cartels in the 1980s
Two syndicates dominated the Colombian cocaine industry in the

1980s, one associated with Medellin, the other with Cali, Colombia’s
second and third largest cities. Each was identified with a few promi-
nent leaders. Each one adopted its own distinct strategy in dealing with
the government. They are called cartels, which suggests a capacity to
fix prices and control markets; there is no evidence that they had such
power and they are best thought of as syndicates, with many individual
groups as members coordinating some of their activities, such as contrib-
uting cocaine for large shipments to the United States.
4 A comprehensive English-language history ofColombian drug trafficking organizations
is apparently not available.Useful sources includeThoumi (2014), Ramirez (2017), andNor-
man (2018).
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The cartels were involved in politics, but for narrow self-protective
purposes. A critical issue for the leaders was whether Colombia would
sign an extradition treaty with the United States (Restrepo and Guizado
2003, pp. 261–63). They were confident they could evade much restric-
tion if sentenced in Colombia but correctly feared confinement in the
United States. Many political assassinations in this period were aimed
to deter the government from signing an extradition treaty, with varying
success over time (Lessing 2018).

No criminal figure so captured the popular imagination in the late
twentieth century as Pablo Escobar, the most prominent of the Medellin
traffickers.5 Escobar created a complex myth, involving both extreme vi-
olence and social activism (Restrepo andGuizado 2003; Arias 2010). The
violence was brazen; Escobar was willing to announce the amount he
would pay for the killing of a police officer in Medellin (Lessing 2018).
After some years of cooperation, he also became aggressive in his treat-
ment of other traffickers, killing many in disputes about transactions or
territory. At the same time Escobar ostentatiously donated money for
low-income housing in his home city and succeeded in getting elected
as an alternate member of Congress (Restrepo and Guizado 2003; Bow-
den 2007).6 In a country long dominated by an oligarchy that provided
little socialmobility, a rich drug dealer apparentlywith a social conscience
had a certain appeal (Thoumi 2002, 2012). Carlos Lehder, another prom-
inent member of the Medellin cartel also had political ambitions, albeit
of a generally fascist tendency (Lee, 1991 p. 9). However, there was no
effort to create a legend of social justice in the trafficking enterprises
themselves; the philanthropy was personal, associated with the leader
rather than the syndicate—similar to the Gates Foundation rather than
the Microsoft Foundation.

The Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) estimated at the end
of 1980s that about 24,000 people were part of the Medellin and Cali
cartels (Krauthausen 1997, p. 162). It is unclear, though, how many of
these people really were members of the two syndicates. The major ex-
porters, as well as the traffickers that controlled specific export routes,
sometimes internalized the services, paying regular salaries to their
5 A good discussion of Escobar’s grip on the twenty-first-century Colombian imagina-
tion is provided in a 2018 New Yorker article (Anderson 2018).

6 Escobar was forced to resign 2 years after his election, when the source of his wealth
was revealed.



Similarities between Criminal Syndicates and Mafias? 233
employees. At other times they bought the same services on the market.
Low-level participants in the drug industry primarily worked under con-
ventional job contracts similar to those of employees of legal businesses
owned by the narcos. Big shipments often consisted of product from
several drug-trafficking groups; they shared the risks, with some narcos
“controlling” a specific route. In this sense they played the role of his-
torical figures such as caravan leaders in the desert (Krauthausen 1997,
pp. 162–76) or ship owners sailing from Genoa or another Italian sea re-
public in the late Middle Ages.

The core of the drug-trafficking groups composing the cartels of-
ten included brothers, such as the brothers Rodríguez Orejuela, who
founded the Cali cartel, or several relatives as in the case of Pablo Es-
cobar. According to Krauthausen (1997, p. 187), Escobar’s group even
at its peak consisted of only a modest number of people, probably not
many more than 50. Escobar surrounded himself with a few trusted
relatives, accountants, and other low-level employees, who were princi-
pally responsible for organizing his hiding places. This suggests that
even at its core theMedellin cartel did not rely on lifelong status and frat-
ernization contracts, as mafias do. Krauthausen further notes that the car-
tels, much like legitimate businesses, screened their employees and part-
ners, avoiding people with addiction or other psychological problems.

The Colombian syndicates also insisted that employees and partners
respect the code of silence but again, unlike the mafias, did not seek to
inculcate these values in members through initiation rituals, ad hoc
norms, and symbols. Instead they attempted to secure allegiance through
compensation and threats. The best documented study of traffickers
(Kenney 2007) points to recruitment that was much closer to corporate
hiring than to initiation into a mafia family and relied more on threats
and deterrence than the internalization of a specific subculture. “Recruits
may be asked to provide contact information for their immediate family
members as a hedge against cooperating with the police. For similar
reasons, some enterprises require potential employees to fill out an ap-
plication that details previous work experience and supplies personal in-
formation to their employer” (Kenney 2007, p. 250). Nor were individ-
uals permanently identified with a specific enterprise. “Traffickers that
avoid apprehension readily migrate to other nodes or networks when
their former colleagues are jailed. ‘This happens a lot, depending on
your role,’ explains Nestor. ‘Say one guy gets popped, you go work for
another group or another guy’” (Kenney 2007, p. 256). Kenney notes
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that friendship and family relations play a role in recruitment, but that is
true of conventional enterprise hiring as well.

While the units at the core of the cartels were never very large, there is
evidence that some distribution cells organized by the cartels in the
United States were more substantial. Fuentes (1999) describes organiza-
tions primarily in the New York metropolitan area with hundreds of
employees. He invokes Weberian concepts of organization to describe
the individual components (“cells”), though he also emphasizes the turn-
over in the workforce.

The Colombian cartels, like other criminal syndicates, had to protect
themselves from the challenges of competitors and other underworld
figures without resorting to police and courts. In particular their leaders
had to demonstrate command of violence to maintain their credibility
and market shares. However, the exercise of violence was not equally
distributed across the component parts of the cartel; some suborgani-
zations were more willing and able to command violence than others.
Even within the Medellin cartel itself, the Escobar and Gonzalo Ro-
dríguez Gacha groups had far fewer qualms than other drug-trafficking
groups about employing violence to punish people who committed in-
fractions and kill uncooperative representatives of the state authorities.
This is why Krauthausen (1997, p. 185) concludes that Escobar’s and
Rodríguez Gacha’s “goals and action were distinctively military and po-
litical,” even if they also earned huge sums with drug trafficking. In par-
ticular, Escobar emerged as the guarantor of most trafficking deals and
even set up oficinas (in effect, bureaus) that could help other traffickers
reclaim cocaine or money if their business partners tried to cheat them
(McDermott 2015). Because of such service, Escobar was often invited
by other trafficking groups to take a share of shipments (Hylton 2008).

Because of its pronounced military functions, Rodríguez Gacha’s
group had the appearance of a paramilitary formation, with a formalized
hierarchy and a clear division of labor. Despite its even more pronounced
function of protection, Escobar’s group was less formalized. Rather than
developing an in-house capability, Escobar outsourced the use of vio-
lence and relied on the leaders of Medellin street gangs; he bought vio-
lent services on the market, mostly from young members of city gangs or
other thugs (Lamb 2010). These worked for Escobar as long as he could
pay them. “Recuerde: Los extrabitables sí pagamos” (“Remember that we
the Extrabitables really pay”) stated a flier distributed by Escobar in
Medellin. And thanks to a large pool of mercenary hit men, Escobar
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exercised firm control of the drug industry of the whole department of
Antiochia right up to his arrest.

There are references to very large numbers of traffickers, both large
and small, suggesting that the individual units were moderate in size.
For example, Bunker and Sullivan (1998) mention “223 top traffickers”
who formed the MAS,7 an alliance that challenged left-wing guerillas
who had kidnapped the sister of a leading Cali trafficker. Lee (1991) says
that one official report estimated that there were 200 individual traffick-
ing groups in the Medellin cartel.

For the dozen or so years that theMedellin cartel operated, there were
numerous instances of battles among the leaders, at the same time that
the samemenwere involved in collaborative trafficking efforts. Amassive
cocaine refining facility found in the jungle in 1984 (Tranquilandia) was
apparently the result of collaboration among 14 different trafficking
groups (Lee 1991). However, numerous accounts refer to Escobar’s kill-
ing of others in the cartel (e.g., Duncan 2014; Lessing 2018). In the end,
other traffickers assisted the state in tracking down Escobar; indeed,
they formed a team specifically for that purpose (Bowden 2007). There
seemed to be no dispute resolution mechanism, though the cartel had a
board of directors for operational purposes. That board met only occa-
sionally and apparently focused on coordinating shipments (Kenney
2007).

The Medellin and Cali cartels were substantial enough entities that
they met on a number of occasions with senior members of the national
government to discuss potential deals under which the traffickers would
be able to retain some of their wealth in return for abandoning the drug
trade (Clawson and Lee 1996). It is claimed that in these meetings the
traffickers offered to pay off the Colombian national debt in return for
a peace agreement; the government reportedly declined the offer (Les-
sing 2018).8

The two cartels adopted different protective strategies (Thoumi 2014).
Where Medellin consistently challenged the state with assassinations,
Cali relied on corruption. Many members of the Colombian congress
7 Muerte a Secuestradores (Death to Kidnappers).
8 We are skeptical about this claim. No reference we have found provides any direct

documentation of these meetings or of the content of the discussions. In heavily sourced
studies such as Lessing’s (2018), this is a notable absence.
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were known to have taken bribes fromCali traffickers.9 The government
responded to the 1989 Medellin assassination of Galan and the shoot-
ing down of a civilian airline with a campaign involving use of the mili-
tary as well as police forces. Escobar was initially locked up in a luxurious
prison following negotiations; he escaped and was killed in a shoot-out in
1993. The Cali group was eliminated by 1995 via a different mechanism.
After it became known that the Cali cartel had funded the successful cam-
paign of President Ernesto Samper, his administration had no option
but to crack down on the major traffickers, in particular the Rodriguez-
Orejuela brothers (Felbab-Brown 2009; Snyder and Durán Martínez 2009,
p. 84).

Also important for their development as criminal syndicates were dif-
ferences in how they invested in the legal economy (Thoumi 2014). The
Medellin cartel purchased large tracts of farmland for cattle grazing.
They created heavily armed gangs to purchase land at low prices from
local farmers and to protect against guerillas. The gangs also challenged
the national authorities in the rural areas. The Cali traffickers instead
invested in urban properties and sought political protection for those
properties rather than challenge the government directly. That made
Medellin a more tempting target for a government crackdown, even be-
fore it directly attacked the national government.

The two cartels undertook other criminal activities; having assembled
such massive firepower, it would be surprising if they had not. For exam-
ple, Garzon (2010) reports that they were involved in general extortion.
However, the very paucity of description of other activities suggests that
they were not important sources of revenue. Moreover, no source sug-
gests that the cartels or their representatives were interested in providing
effective governance services to either the rest of the non-drug-related
underworld or the general population. The two cartels were active in
the United States but only in marketing cocaine; they never established
a broader criminal presence in American cities (Florez and Boyce 1990,
pp. 83–84).
9 Twelve Colombian legislators were imprisoned for accepting bribes from the Cali
Cartel during the 1994 “Proceso 8.000” election scandal. Insiders, including President
Samper’s campaign treasurer, Santiago Medina, estimated that at least 70 percent of
congressmen accepted cartel funds (Lee and Thoumi 1999, p. 71). At one point, 170 of
230 legislators were under investigation for cartel-related political corruption (Carrigan
1996, p. 6).
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The cores of the Cali and Medellin cartels might have constituted
small true organizations with well-defined memberships, but they were
still much different from the mafias. The dispute resolution mechanism
was weak and abjectly failed in the latter stages of Escobar’s career. The
political claimswere associated with individuals and not the syndicates. In
addition to the differences in internal structure, culture, degree of multi-
functionality, and claims to exercise a political dominion, the two cartels
failed the longevity test; they lasted less than 20 years and did not survive
beyond the first generation of leaders. The Medellin cartel challenged
the national government frontally, as did the Sicilian Cosa Nostra in the
1990s. While the Sicilian Cosa Nostra was diminished as a result, the
Medellin cartel as such was eliminated. The Cali cartel, though it avoided
confrontation, was also eliminated by the government once the Samper
administration (1994–98) was forced by US pressure to crack down.

B. Post-Cartel
The elimination of the cartels’ leadership in the early 1990s created

only a temporary interruption to the flow of cocaine to the United States
but had a lasting effect on the organization of the drug trade (Lee 2002,
pp. 538–39). Certainly there were no successors to Escobar and the
Rodriguez-Orejuela brothers, larger-than-life figures who presented
challenges to the Colombian establishment. However, it is not clear that
much changed operationally. The smaller syndicates remained capable of
cooperating and bringing large quantities of cocaine together to ship to
the United States, as is indicated by very large individual seizures (multi-
ple tons) that have consistently occurred since the end of the two cartels.10

The drug trade has been through perhaps three successive transforma-
tions, more than we can elaborate on in this subsection. Drawing on an
unpublished 2012 study by Peter Reuter and Daniel Rico, we describe
themajor drug-dealing syndicate in the second phase of the cocaine trade,
between about 2002 and 2012.
10 Attesting to the cartel’s capabilities, 92 percent of cocaine samples seized in 2016 in
the continental United States were of Colombian origin (DEA 2017, p. 2). On Febru-
ary 28, 2019, officials at the Port of Newark seized 3,200 pounds of cocaine, worth an esti-
mated $77 million, on board a container ship that had recently arrived from Colombia
(Watkins 2019). In a similar incident on June 2, 2016, Miami-based Customs and Border
Protection agents seized approximately 2,000 pounds, with a reported street value of
$27 million, from a general cargo vessel recently arrived from Haiti (Maritime Executive
2016).
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Following the dismantling of the Cali andMedellin cartels in the early
1990s, there was a period in which cocaine trafficking was conducted
by small, essentially anonymous, criminal gangs. Starting around 1998,
right-wing paramilitary groups emerged under the loose heading of
the AUC (United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia) that eventually de-
pended on drug revenues formost of their income.11 After 2002, when the
government began negotiations to reintegrate the paramilitary groups
back into society, a set of purely criminal groups emerged, loosely labeled
BACRIM (“bandas criminales”; McGovern 2016; Nussio 2018).

The biggest of these gangs, Los Rastrojos, was formed in 2002 as the
armed wing for one of the leaders (Varela) contending for control of the
Cartelo de Norte Valle (NDVC). Internal fighting led to Varela’s mur-
der in 2008, but his armed wing remained a powerful player in the drugs,
extortion, and kidnapping businesses (InSight Crime 2017). After 2008 it
was led by two brothers, Javier Antono Calle Serna and Luis Enrique
Calle Serna.

As the name of its predecessor syndicate (Norte de Valle) suggests,
Los Rastrojos was for some years regionally focused, operating in the
Pacific coast region of Colombia. After 2008 it expanded into other re-
gions previously dominated by one of its rivals, Los Urabenos, particu-
larly in the Caribbean coast (the department of Antioquia).

Given their paramilitary origin, Los Rastrojos most probably had
some formalized internal structure with (pseudo-)military command po-
sitions. There were both regional- and municipal-level management
structures. As in the case of the Medellin cartel, it is difficult to estimate
its membership not least because the syndicate was not highly central-
ized and considerable autonomy was given to the individual units. Los
Rastrojos was estimated to have more members than any of the other
BACRIM groups and possibly as much as 50 percent of the BACRIM to-
tal, with influence in 100 municipalities. As a Colombian national secu-
rity officer noted in an interview, “It is not an easy task to define who
is a member of Los Rastrojos: the individual that provides the cars and
transportation for the commanders is a supplier but is not a member of
the structure. We also found that smaller organizations use the name
to commit extortions, but when we conducted investigations we found
11 The International Crisis Group (ICG 2007, p. 4) reports that Castano, the AUC leader,
admitted that in 2000, 70 percent of the paramilitary income came from drugs.
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that they have no relationship with the structure, they are only using the
‘bad will’ reputation for extortive purposes. The name had become a
‘trademark,’ sometimes paid for and sometimes not” (Reuter and Rico
2012, pp. 6–7).12

For about a decade, the syndicate exported large quantities of cocaine.
In December 2010, Colombian police seized 6 tons of cocaine in the
port of Buenaventura that was purportedly the property of Los Ras-
trojos, which was also connected to a seizure of $27 million in US cur-
rency on a ship coming fromMexico, believed to be payment byMexico’s
Sinaloa cartel (InSight Crime 2011). In contrast to their predecessor syn-
dicates, they retailed drugs in Colombia itself. A distinctive feature of this
syndicate was its active involvement in all stages of production and export
to Mexico (transiting to the United States) in close cooperation with the
Sinaloa cartel, which was a business partner, not just a buyer. However it
stuck to its core competence, the management of criminal activity, rather
than direct participation in the drug trade, in particular the upstream ac-
tivities of growing and processing.

Los Rastrojos was involved in a wide variety of other criminal activi-
ties. For example, there were reports after 2010 that both the principal
left-wing guerilla group FARC and BACRIM (including Los Rastrojos)
extorted the rapidly expanding illegal gold mining industry, which is
largely populated by micro-enterprises (Romero 2011). However, there
is a dearth of specifics on other profit-making activities. They extorted
both legitimate and criminal entrepreneurs in the areas they controlled.
They were also participants in siphoning oil from Colombian pipelines,
as well as smugglers of contraband gasoline from Ecuador. In Medellin,
the regional leader of Los Rastrojos has been a principal in the pirate
CD market (Reuter and Rico 2012).

The syndicate, like all its competitors and predecessors, had a fear-
some reputation for use of violence for instrumental purposes. Govern-
ment officials believe that the national leadership of Los Rastrojos in its
later years attempted to restrain the regional units from undertaking
high-profile violent activities, in particular massacres, a common occur-
rence in the past. The reasoning was that these attract unnecessary gov-
ernment attention. To reinforce this message, financial fines were levied
12 From the same interview: “It sounds simple but to estimate the real size of the orga-
nization and the areas of influence is a very complex task” (Reuter and Rico 2012, p. 7).
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on regions in which such events occurred, which caused a reduction in
the share of cocaine revenues returned to the regional leadership. How-
ever, like the Medellin and Cali cartels, Los Rastrojos made no effort to
offer governance services to the broader population (interviews with of-
ficials in Reuter and Rico 2012).

C. Relations with Political Actors
Despite its right-wing paramilitary origins, Los Rastrojos built work-

ing relationships with both FARC andELN (National Liberation Army),
the two main left-wing guerillas active in Colombia. These alliance de-
cisions were made at the regional, rather than national, level. Thus some
units still fought FARC, as indicated by a February 2011 report of a clash
between the two entities in which 15 people were killed.13

The FARC sold Los Ratrojos the coca base; it also provided protection
for the processing labs. In exchange Los Rastrojos provided other raw
materials for the production process, especially gasoline, which was a
critical resource for the FARC; Los Rastrojos owned gasoline stations
and trucks for gasoline transportation (interview with Navy official;
Reuter and Rico 2012, p. 12).

The gang was well armed but reluctant to attack the government. “Los
Rastrojos had a big arsenal of rifles and munitions that they have decided
not to use against the army or the police, for strategic reasons. They
know fighting is a costly activity, and let the FARC attack our forces” (in-
terview with Army intelligence analyst; Reuter and Rico 2012, p. 12).

LosRastrojos was deeply involved in corruption, aimed primarily at lo-
cal rather than national government officials. The purpose seemed to be
less concerned with protection of drug-trafficking activities, at least di-
rectly, than with obtaining access to government contracts and facilities
for money laundering. It did not neglect national influence; for example,
13 See http://colombiareports.com/colombia-news/news/14291-15-dead-in-farc-los
-rastrojos-clash.html. An Army intelligence officer speculated as to why the relationship
was cooperative in only some areas: “In Cauca the FARC is strong enough to conduct
the narcotics business without Los Rastrojos, so they don’t want them around; the FARC
decided to cooperate with other BACRIM that are enemies of Los Rastrojos.” The
decisions about alliance under this interpretation lie with the FARC. However, even this
observer offered a counterexample in which it appeared to be Los Rastrojos that initiated
the relationship: “Two years ago the Urabeños worked with the FARC in the northwest of
the country, smuggling cocaine to Central America, but Los Rastrojos offer a better deal
for the 58th front of the FARC and now both groups are fighting against the Urabeños”
(Reuter and Rico 2012, pp. 11–12).
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in the 2010 national elections, it was accused of intimidating some voters
and paying others in the department of Narino (Borkan 2010).

InSight Crime, the most authoritative independent source of informa-
tion about Latin American organized crime, more or less declared Los
Rastrojos to have been eliminated as an important player by 2012: “The
group imploded in 2012 with the fall of three of its main leaders” (InSight
Crime 2017). However, in 2019 InSight Crime reported major incidents,
such as amassacre of 12 Los Rastrojos members in a factional fight on the
Venezuelan border, where the syndicate has been involved in the theft of
fuel (Venezuela Investigative Unit 2019). It seems to have survived de-
spite the frequent turnover in leadership but to have been weakened, par-
ticularly in its core drug-selling activities.

It is easy to dismiss the candidacy of the post-cartel criminal groups as
mafias. In the case of the Rastrojos (and a few other federations of the
same generation such as Los Urbaneos), it can be safely argued that they
were organizations at least in their core groups, not least because of their
military setup. They were successful criminal enterprises with unstable
leadership. However, they made no effort to create fictive families or
other social bonds, had a minimal dispute resolution mechanism, no ap-
parent succession rules, and no claim to broad governance or popular le-
gitimacy. They undertook a range of criminal activities and had a sub-
stantial geographic spread within Colombia but not elsewhere.
II. Mexican Drug-Trafficking Syndicates
For more than three decades, Mexican drug-trafficking syndicates (usu-
ally referred to as DTOs, the acronym of “drug-trafficking organiza-
tions”) have occupied a prominent place in the American vision of the
drug supply problem. Essentially all illegal drugs imported into the
United States are either produced in Mexico (heroin, marijuana, and
methamphetamine) or pass through (cocaine) on their way toUSmarkets
(US Department of State 2019, p. 212).14 This has led to a view that the
Mexican DTOs are uniquely rich, with estimates of annual revenues reg-
ularly in the tens of billions of dollars (e.g., National Drug Intelligence
14 Synthetic opioids, in particular fentanyl, are now the principal source of fatal over-
doses in the United States, even though the quantity consumed is tiny. These new drugs
are produced mostly in China, but a substantial share is imported via Mexico (Pardo et al.
2019).
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Center 2008), though a more realistic estimate puts it in the low billions
(Kilmer et al. 2010). Since 2006 the extraordinary number and grue-
someness of homicides involving Mexican DTOs have riveted attention.
For example, in 2008 La Familia Michoacana threw five decapitated
heads onto the dance floor of a disco club to demonstrate its power; it also
threw a bomb into a crowd celebrating Independence Day for the same
purpose (Felbab-Brown 2011). A good quality literature on the effect
of government actions against DTOs has emerged; for example, there
are sophisticated analyses of the consequences of incarcerating a DTO
leader on violence in his territory, showing that it led to greater violence
both in that territory and in those neighboring (Calderón et al. 2015;
Osorio 2015; Duran-Martinez 2017). However, less attention has been
paid to many of the dimensions of our concern, such as recruitment, or-
ganizational structure, nondrug activities, and governance.

A further complication is that Mexico now has many large-scale crim-
inal syndicates that have a variety of origins, structures, and behaviors.
For example, the Zetas is a relatively recent syndicate formed out of
defectors from elite15 military units in the late 1990s and initially affili-
ated with the Gulf cartel.16 The Zetas’ power rested primarily on its will-
ingness to use extreme and spectacular violence in almost any situation,
including assassinations of politicians, grenade attacks, car bombs, and
display of bodies or body parts of murdered victims (Correa-Cabrera
2017; Felbab-Brown 2019, p. 2). Although the Zetas also bribed local
and state politicians and government officials, it did not seek high-level
government protection or power-sharing agreements. It was also not
interested in gaining popular legitimacy through the delivery of dispute
settlements or other governance services. It instead used its military
power to achieve political dominion by fear, to extort both legal and ille-
gal activities such as the smuggling of migrants in its areas of settlement,
and to become involved in a variety of illegal profit-making activities,
15 The adjective “elite” is almost universally applied to the Zetas’ origins; this seems to
refer to the training that its original members received in the Mexican and Guatemalan
Armies from Israeli and US Special Forces (Grayson and Loga 2012, p. 46, Correa-
Cabrera 2017, pp. 21–22, 57–58).

16 The Zetas was originally a component of the Gulf cartel; its members separated into
a competitive group in 2003, following the arrest of the Gulf cartel leader, Osiel Cardenas
Guillen (Atuesta and Perez-Davila 2018).
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including kidnappings, prostitution, pirating DVDs, and sale of black-
market oil in addition to drug trafficking (Correa-Cabrera 2017).

The Sinaloa cartel can trace its origins back to pre–WWII drug traf-
ficking and has at least until recently largely remained focused on drug
trafficking. Rather than openly challenging government authority, the
Sinaloa cartel was through the second half of the twentieth century
closely tied to the political structure and has shown a capacity to negotiate
the resolution of community conflicts, at least on occasion, thus gaining
some partial local legitimacy (Astorga 2012). Thus any effort to summa-
rize the whole set of DTOs in a single characterization risks distortion.

Our focus is on the current configuration of DTOs. An assessment of
their capabilities is likely to be different from the situation in the late
twentieth century. To that extent, Mexico resembles Colombia. Rela-
tionships with the state have changed dramatically over the last 20 years.
When the PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) dominated politics at
all levels (federal, state, municipal), the party maintained a close corrupt
relationship with approximately five drug-trafficking syndicates that kept
violence at a modest level (Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009; Lessing
2018). The corruption involved both law enforcement and political au-
thority (Astorga 1999). One former governor wrote of adherence by
the drug-trafficking syndicates to 10 principles in return for protection:

(1) there should be no bodies on the streets; (2) criminals were not
allowed to sell drugs in schools; (3) there should be no media scandals;
(4) traffickers should allow periodic drug seizures and arrests of
low members; (5) traffickers must generate economic revenues for
their communities; (6) there should be no proliferation of gangs;
(7) criminals should not pact directly with the police or the judiciary;
(8) mistakes are to be punished with imprisonment by the authorities,
not with execution by rivals; (9) criminals must respect territorial
boundaries; and (10) profits from illicit markets should be reinvested
in Mexico. (Monreal Ávila 2008)17

The gradual erosion of PRI’s political dominance, starting with the
loss of some state governorships in the 1990s and then the 2000 election
of Vicente Fox, the first non-PRI president in 71 years, led to a more
17 This summary has a beguiling crispness and comprehensiveness. It should probably
not be taken too literally but rather as a rough guide to the nature of the agreement.
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complex relationship between government andDTOs. Drug-trafficking-
related violence rose sharply during Fox’s administration, though the na-
tional homicide rate fell from 13 per 100,000 in 2000 to 8 in 2007 (Heinle,
Ferreira, and Shirk 2014). According to Correa-Cabrera (2017), the
increase in drug-related violence was not only due to the decline of one-
party rule. It was also promoted by the Zetas, its extensive and brutal
use of violence, and its attempt to impose its power in the northeastern
Mexican state of Tamaulipas and other parts of Mexico: “a new milita-
rized criminal organization brought with it the militarization of other
criminal groups and the militarization of the security strategy in Mexico”
(Correa-Cabrera 2017, p. 39). Existing drug-trafficking syndicates felt
obliged to set up enforcer wings. The Sinaloa cartel, for example, estab-
lished Los Negros, an enforcer group similar to Los Zetas, while the
Empresa in Michoacán founded La Familia Michoacana, after breaking
up a previous alliance with the Zetas and the Gulf cartel.

Drug-related homicides included intersyndicate killings, assassination
of police and local political figures, and occasional killings of innocent
parties apparently aimed to amplify the violent reputations of the newer
syndicates and the armed wings of the older ones (e.g., Lacey 2008;
Reuter 2009). Many of the victims’ bodies were accompanied by notes
declaring which group had committed the murder and what message
the killing was supposed to send (Atuesta 2017). Syndicates also started
using traditional media and social media to justify their brutal deeds, dis-
tributing shocking narco-videos of assassinations and publishing com-
muniques in important newspapers, thus spreading the impression of
an unmanageable country (Correa-Cabrera 2017, pp. 30–31). The homi-
cide rate dramatically accelerated with the decision by President Cal-
deron in late 2006, following his very narrow victory over the left-wing
PRD’s (Democratic Revolutionary Party) Andres Manuel Lopez Obra-
dor, to bring in the military to crack down on the criminal syndicates.
From 2007 through to this writing in 2019, the national homicide rate
has been extremely high by historical and global standards, at approxi-
mately 25 per 100,000 in 2018 (INEGI 2019). Moreover, in 2020 the
government estimated that 60,000 individuals had “disappeared” be-
tween 2007 and 2019, presumably homicide victims but with bodies that
had been buried in mass graves so they did not show up in the official sta-
tistics; many are thought to be killings related to the drug trade (Sheridan
2020).
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Mexican criminal syndicates are very large, but systematic member-
ship or employment estimates do not exist in the published literature.
Astorga (2012), in the course of debunking estimates of various dimen-
sions of the Mexican drug trade (e.g., revenue, cultivation area), offered
no estimates of the syndicates’ membership. Bunker (2010) reports a
total of about 100,000 in just the largest two DTOs (Sinaloa and Gulf
cartels), without providing a specific source for the number or specifying
the inclusion criteria. A review of many sources has turned up no es-
timates, but the impression is of individual syndicates that have thou-
sands, if not tens of thousands, of members or regular associates.18 As
in the case of the Colombian cartels, membership has to be understood
in a loose way; the estimates refer to the people who variously partici-
pated in drug trafficking or other criminal activities. No data suggest that,
as in the mafias, there is a clear-cut distinction between members and
nonmembers.

Some syndicates have become institutionalized, in the sense of surviv-
ing the departures (typically through killings) of their founders. For ex-
ample, the Gulf cartel lost its long-term leader Osiel Cardenas Guillen
in 2003 but continued to function as a major syndicate, though losing its
armed wing that became Los Zetas. However, many of the more recent
syndicates have proven fairly ephemeral. For example, Los Caballeros
Templarios emerged as a breakaway from La Familia in 2011 but did
not survive the capture of its leader in 2015 (Atuesta and Perez-Davila
2018, p. 245). Even the Zetas has not been able to consolidate. Al-
though it was reported to be “the criminal group with highest presence
in the nation, even above the Sinaloa cartel” in 2012 (quoted in Correa-
Cabrera 2017, p. 49), by 2014 it had started to disintegrate. It was
targeted by Mexican, US, and Guatemalan law enforcement agencies
and by rival syndicates. As Daniel Haering observes, “the old networks
were disrupted by the Zetas, and now the Zetas have disintegrated into
Zetillas. They are splinter groups ( grupúsculos), not big operators” (In-
ternational Crisis Group 2014, p. 12).
18 Estimates place the number of persons employed byMexican cartels at approximately
450,000 (Chew Sánchez 2014, p. 26). Although there is some consensus that Cartel de
Jalisco Nueva Generación (CJNG) is currently one of the largest and most powerful
( Jones 2018, p. 20; Congressional Research Service 2019, p. 18), size estimates for individ-
ual cartels are few and far between. Chalk (2011, p. 26) noted that the La Familia cartel had
4,000 members in 2010. None of these figures is well documented.
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Recruitment seems often to be open rather than based on kinship. For
example, it was claimed in 2012 that the cartels used social media for re-
cruitment (Looft 2012). The Zetas recruited its core members from
specific Mexican and Guatemalan army units, using military training
and discipline to securemembers’ allegiance and create a sense of belong-
ing. From 2003 onward, once it expanded beyond its original basis
in Tamaulipas, the Zetas also allowed local criminal groups and thugs
to use its brand (Correa-Cabrera 2017).

The Sinaloa cartel, one of the most durable and significant syndicates,
appears to be different. “The Sinaloa cartel’s central bond is blood.Many
of its members are related by birth or by marriage” (InSight Crime 2019).
Some of both the older and newer syndicates have spawned their own pop-
ular music, ballads that are regularly performed on local radio stations
(Guevara 2013, pp. 141, 147; Campbell 2014, p. 72).

There are no reports of any rituals associated with membership or the
creation of fictive family ties. La Familia Michoacana and its splinter
groupLosCaballerosTemplarios (or theKnightsTemplar)may be excep-
tions. They have used evangelism, an eccentric Christian credo, and re-
gional identities to enhance their legitimacy among their members and
the local population and justify their extreme use of violence (Grayson
2010; Felbab-Brown 2019).

Some features we infer from absence of any mention in the extensive
literature that has developed. No study except Felbab-Brown (2019)19

refers to governance functions provided by the syndicates either across
product or service markets or across syndicates in drug trafficking. The
extraordinary level of violent conflict between various groups provides
evidence that no mechanisms have developed to replace the PRI in its
role of ensuring peace in the drug trade.

Correa-Cabrera (2017) and Atuesta and Perez-Davila (2018) suggest
that the violence is not merely a direct response to the government crack-
down but also results from the fragmentation of existing syndicates
generated by the spread of Zetas’ militarized tactics and the fraction-
ation of political authority with the breakdown of the PRI monopoly.
19 “In contrast to the criminal groups choosing to rule through sheer might alone,
others, such as La Familia Michoacana, Los Templarios, and the Sinaloa cartel, have been
providing a variety of governance functions beyond the distribution of handouts, such as
the adjudication of disputes and enforcing judgments, thereby acquiring authority and po-
litical capital” (Felbab-Brown 2019, p. 13). We have been unable to find any confirming
evidence for this statement by a well-regarded scholar.
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This fragmentation is illustrated by the 5-year time line for the 2006
Sinaloa cartel in Atuesta and Perez-Davila (2018). Over those years it
fractured into as many as 10 coexisting criminal groups. Atuesta and
Perez-Davila (2018) concluded that the five DTOs that existed in 2006
had become 80 distinct syndicates/formations by 2011. Beittel (2019)
offers different figures but makes the same point. Golz and D’Amico
(2018) argue that the pressure against leading traffickers benefited smaller
DTOs.

Atuesta and Perez-Davila (2018) identify six shifting alliances among
various syndicates, combining temporarily to resist attacks by a common
enemy. For example:

i. The Gulf cartel and Los Zetas to confront the Sinaloa cartel;
ii. The Gulf cartel and La Familia Michoacana to confront Los Zetas,

which wanted to enter Michoacan;
iii. La Resistencia, Los Zetas, and the Cartel del Pacifico Sur to con-

front La Barbie.

The alliances are quite short-lived, dissolving when the threat goes away
and easily generating conflict amongDTOs that were just recently allies.

There are passing references to other income-generating activities of
the DTOs in recent years (e.g., Felbab-Brown 201920 ). According to
Correa-Cabrera (2017), the Zetas was the first to use its military power
to impose its presence in non-drug-related criminal activities, and the
same strategy was copied by other syndicates. Kidnapping and extortion
of legitimate businesses in major cities are important potential revenue
sources, though no systematic revenue estimate is available. Theft of
oil from the poorly maintained distribution system of the national oil
company, PemEx, may provide substantial revenues (Beittel 2019). None
of the other sources that are regularly mentioned (e.g., services for hu-
man smuggling or extortion of farmers in rural areas where poppy and
marijuana growing is concentrated) have much plausibility as providing
revenues comparable to those obtained from drug smuggling (Kilmer
et al. 2010).
20 “Criminal groups have also become directly involved in fuel theft and its illegal dis-
tribution, kidnapping, and many other prohibited activities, such as illegal logging”
(Felbab-Brown 2019, p. 12).
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In sum, the current Mexican criminal syndicates, even the largest and
most enduring ones, have few of the characteristics associated with
mafias. They are large, and some have broad geographic spread within
Mexico and operate (in terms of supply chains and sales) in other coun-
tries. Their longevity is in question, though a small number have lasted
already a half-century with successful leadership succession. They may
also have a formal management structure, but related only to drug traf-
ficking rather than to broader purposes. There is no clear-cut distinction
between members and nonmembers. Recruitment is for employment in
an illegal business, not joining a fraternal type of organization. There are
no rituals or, with the partial exception of the Familia Michoacana and
Knights Templar, an elaborate cultural apparatus. The primary aim of
most syndicates continues to be making money from drug production
and trafficking. However, following the Zetas’ example, more and more
groups have used their military power to diversify their criminal activi-
ties and increase their multifunctionality. With the spread of military
tactics and the increasing use of violence, many current formations have
begun behaving more like “power syndicates” rather than mere “enter-
prise syndicates,” to refer to Alan Block’s (1983) famous dichotomy. The
Zetas and its rivals have also claimed control over specific territories.
However, with few exceptions (La Familia Michoacana, the Knights
Templar, the Jalisco Gang, and New Generation in its earliest days),
they have made no serious effort to provide governance services and
thus secure popular legitimacy, beyond terrorizing the local population.
Although all syndicates bribe or intimidate local and state govern-
ment officials and politicians, they no longer seem able to establish sta-
ble power-sharing agreements with governments even at the local level.

The drug-trafficking syndicates of the PRI era have a greater claim to
mafia status in relation to their stability, legitimacy, and power-sharing
agreement. However, even before 2000 there were important differ-
ences. In their heydays, the Sinaloa and Gulf cartels were loose alliances
of fairly autonomous groups mostly formed around a successful drug
producer or smuggler and run by a dominant blood family. There was
never a formalized internal structure with clear-cut command positions
and procedures to assign them. The cultural apparatus was also much
less strong. None of the sources consulted ever mentions initiation rit-
uals, founding myths, organizational symbols, or codes of written rules.
Although some syndicate members engaged in other criminal activities,
drug production and smuggling were the dominant activities. And
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although they occasionally provided governance services (and jobs) in
their areas of settlement, thus gaining some popular legitimacy, they
never tried to exercise political dominion or impose generalized extortion
regimes to gain control of legitimate economic sectors. Notwithstanding
their considerable revenues and the local influence of their leaders, the
traditional syndicates were more instruments of the government than in-
dependent entities with the capacity to influence or even control govern-
ment. A collapse of monopoly party control of government at all levels
led to their decline.21
III. Brazilian Criminal Syndicates
There are two major criminal syndicates in Brazil, associated with the
two largest cities, Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo. Both have emerged fairly
recently. They have distinct histories and structures. They present more
complex interpretive issues for our framework than do the DTOs in
Colombia and Mexico, but both can be considered organizations in the
Weberian sense and are closer to the mafia model than the Colombian
and Mexican syndicates.

A. Rio de Janeiro
Since the mid-1980s, the Comando Vermelho (Portuguese for Red

Command, also known as CV) has been the dominant criminal organiza-
tion in Rio, run from prison but rooted in the favelas of the city (Lessing
2018). The CV command is collective and has changed over time. There
appear to be no rituals of initiation or claims of fictive brotherhood. The
CV originated as a prison gang aimed at protecting prisoners from a bru-
tal prison management system; the founders included both ordinary
convicts and left-wing political prisoners with whom the former were in-
carcerated during the military dictatorship of 1964–85 (Garzon 2010;
Ramos da Cruz andUcko 2018). Penglase (2008) describes how the early
leadership emphasized the diffusion of norms to improve communal
prison life, quoting a participant: “The repercussion in the entire system
was enormous. Very quickly the rules of the Fundo [the code of conduct]
were adopted in all prisons: death to anyone who assaults or rapes fellow
21 This is consistent with the well-known model of organized crime offered by Tom
Schelling (1971), in which the mafia is hired by a monopolist police department as an ef-
ficient means for collecting the rents extracted by a corrupt agency.
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prisoners; conflicts brought from the street must be left outside of prison;
violence only to attempt to escape; constant struggle against repression
and abuse” (p. 126).

Having developed a capacity for contingent violence, the CV lost its
political ideology and branched out into drug selling (Lessing 2018).
TheCVdoes not control the drug trade at the local level, but itsmembers
and agents contest specific territories against affiliates of two smaller
prison gangs (Hirata and Grillo 2019). “The CV is most accurately de-
scribed as a loose association of drug traffickers who come together
for reciprocal assistance yet who act with great degrees of autonomy”
(Penglase 2008, p. 123). “The so-called ‘commands’ of the drug trade
in Rio are basically networks formed by tacit and precarious accords be-
tween ‘owners’ of the various sales zones (some of whom also serve as
distributers for smaller zones), most of whom are serving jail terms in
maximum security prisons” (Misse 2007, p. 149).

The CV is involved in other criminal activities beyond drug traffick-
ing. Though the list provided byMisse (2007) does not suggest that these
are major sources of income, other studies indicate that some kinds of
theft and extortion are significant in terms of revenue (Penglase 2008,
pp. 128–30; Garzon 2010, pp. 63–67; Ramos da Cruz and Ucko 2018,
pp. 47–48).

Since the 1980s CV has battled the government openly, and the re-
sulting violence is extraordinary, generating annual homicide rates of
more than 50 per 100,000 in the city (Zdun 2011; Murray, Cerqueiro,
andKahn 2013). The police in Rio regularly kill more than 1,000 persons
annually, roughly 10 percent of all homicides; most of these deaths are
suspected to be executions of drug dealers (Lessing 2018). Police violence
is accompanied by extreme police corruption. The relationship between
the CV and police is complicated; in some areas they compete in offering
extortionate protection, in others they are collaborators (Araujo 2019).

CV’s drug gangs constitute a broad presence in the favelas of Rio
(Garzon 2010; Hirata and Grillo 2019). They act as enforcers of norms,
for example brutally punishing rapists; the extent and form of such en-
forcement vary according to the whims of the locally dominant trafficker
(Arias and Rodrigues 2006). The traffickers are also brought in to resolve
local disputes, again with considerable local variation in the formality and
fairness of the process: “The politics of trafficker dispute resolution focus
intensely on maintaining support among the critical segment of the pop-
ulation closest to drug dealers” (Arias and Rodrigues 2006, p. 74). Wolff
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(2015) provides a similar analysis, comparing the emergence of drug
gangs as the resolvers of disputes in Rio with the failure of their counter-
parts in Recife to achieve the same status. There is no suggestion in the
literature that the CV as a federation of traffickers has rules about these
matters. Rather, individual gang leaders sometimes seek to develop com-
munity support and prevent informing to the police by providing a rough
justice. As Penglase (2008, p. 123) notes, “It is difficult to generalize about
a group as amorphous as the CV. Because favela-level drug bosses have a
wide degree of local autonomy, there is considerable variation in practices
among those who consider themselves to be part of the CV.”

B. Sao Paulo
Sao Paulo has been dominated for 25 years by a syndicate controlled

from prison (Millard and Hundleby 2015).22 This group was formed by
eight prisoners in 1993 under the name of Primeiro Comando da Capital
(PCC), following a deadly riot that resulted in the death of 111 prisoners
in one prison. The PCC, like the CV, started as an effort by prisoners to
prevent violence within the prison, both by guards and by inmates. It
developed a lengthy set of principles, excerpts of which are included in
Garzon (2010, p. 74). Typical of the high moral tone is: “The Party does
not allow lies, betrayal, envy, greed, slander, selfishness, or personal in-
terest. It requires truth, loyalty, manliness, solidarity, and common inter-
est for the good of all, because we are one for all and all for one.” Just one
study refers to initiation rites, taking the form of baptisms (Dias and Salla
2013).

Though there has been turnover in leadership, the leaders have all
been in long-term imprisonment. A coup in 2002 replaced the eight-
person command with a single individual (pseudonymMarcola) who es-
tablished a very different system of control, relying largely on explicit
rules, procedural fairness, and detailed record keeping. This is so distinc-
tive that we provide a relatively lengthy summary of its operation and con-
sequences (Lessing and Willis 2019; Perla Diógenes de Aquino 2019).

The vast majority of PCC members at any one time are incarcerated.
Size estimates are highly variable ranging from 6,000 incarcerated
and 5,200 outside prison in Sao Paulo (Millard and Hundleby 2015) to
29,000 altogether (Lessing andWillis 2019). All authorities and observers
agree that the PCC operates in many Brazilian states and a growing
22 An excellent concise history of the PCC is provided by Coutinho (2019).
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number of other Latin American countries. For example, in June 2019
InSight Crime reported that the PCC was responsible for a massacre of
10 prisoners in Paraguay (Marcela Zuñiga 2019). In June 2018 it reported
that the PCC was very active in Bolivia and Venezuela (Albaladejo 2018).

PCC has a multilevel hierarchical structure, even including some spe-
cialized bureaus providing functions such as legal and financial services
outside of prison. It also has a highly formalized system of tribunals to
judge specific offenses by members, for example of stealing organiza-
tional funds (Willis 2017). The PCC keeps tribunal records of the nature
of the offense and the sentence delivered; only a few offenders are exe-
cuted. There is a graded set of punishments for the most common of
offenses, which is nonpayment of drug debts; a first offense leads to a
15-day suspension and no access to drugs for selling during that period.
The third offense leads to expulsion from the organization. The system
deals also with other crimes, even those that are in no way connected to
the PCC, manifesting the organization’s founding as a resistance to state
violence in the prisons. Lessing and Willis (2019) obtained hundreds of
seized PCC documents covering a 13-month period in 2011–12. These
included “everything from membership rolls, excel spreadsheets of mar-
ijuana, crack and cocaine sale by area code by week, the organization’s
‘gun library’ and an outline of a new fund to help members get ‘back
on their feet’ following release from prison with a $2500 equivalent loan
and access to a gun.” Lessing and Willis (2019) find “vast, consignment-
based trafficking operations whose profits fund collective benefits for
members’ families; elaborate bureaucratic procedures and recordkeeping;
and overwhelmingly nonviolent punishments for debt-nonpayment and
misconduct” (p. 584). These are the kinds of records one would expect
to find in a legal bureaucracy or corporation.

Biondi (2016) notes a remarkable decline in Sao Paulo homicides that
have accompanied this shift to a formal system of “justice by criminals,”
in stark contrast to the arbitrariness of the state-operated criminal justice
system.Whereas in 1999 theSaoPaulo state prison systemwith 52,000 in-
mates had 117 killings (a rate of more than 200 per 100,000), in 2007 a
prison system with over 150,000 inmates had only 11 killings (about 7 per
100,000). In the state of Sao Paulo, the overall homicide rate fell from a
peak of 44 in 1999 to about 10 in 2014 (Lessing and Willis 2019). The
PCC, in contrast to Rio’s CV, has generally avoided confrontation with
the state. Nonetheless, the PCC under Marcola’s leadership has not
hesitated to use violence strategically. Most notoriously, in May 2006,
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it initiated a series of attacks against the government that led to 560 deaths,
including 59 public agents, mostly police. That led to negotiations with the
government that produced agreements about the conditions of incarcer-
ation of the leadership (Coutinho 2019).

Available PCC income estimates suggest that it is modest. The orga-
nization is funded by fixed monthly payments, with higher rates for out-
side members ($130) compared with the incarcerated ($13) (Garzon
2010). In 2005 an official inquiry using seized PCC financial records
estimated annual dues income of only about $5 million (Garzon 2010,
p. 76). Millard and Hundleby (2015) estimate a total of $50 million per
annum, with another $100 million being earned by its members but
not flowing to the organization. Perhaps the incarceration of most mem-
bers explains that relatively low figure. If all the money is earned by the
outside members, Millard and Hundley’s membership estimate suggests
an average of about $30,000 per annum. In a state with average annual
earnings of $8,000 in 2012 (probably the year to which the drug revenue
data refer), that may be enough to attract a lot of young men. Lessing and
Willis analyze the seized records for one large area of the Sao Paulo state
market, with a population of 14 million (2019, p. 597). They identify
500 PCC customers (presumably low-level wholesalers) handling a total
of 650 kilograms of crack and cocaine in 19 weeks (roughly 1,800 kilo-
grams per annum). The implied annual cocaine revenue is only about
$10 million. Lessing (personal communication, May 1, 2019) reports that
PCC is not the dominant cocaine supplier to the regional market. It is
hard to reconcile all these estimates, but they are consistent in suggesting
that the PCC is not, by the standards of drug-trafficking syndicates in
other countries, a rich organization.

Millard and Hundleby (2015) report a large variety of violent income-
generating offenses conducted under PCC auspices: kidnap and ransom,
vehicle and cargo robberies, and residential condominium assaults are
typical of the list. Aquino (2019) emphasizes the importance of the PCC’s
early role in organizing and carrying out very high-value armed rob-
beries; not only did that provide substantial income but conferred consid-
erable prestige on the organization.23 Coutinho (2019) makes similar
23 In 2018 Sao Paulo officials seized a large set of PCC records. They concluded that “in
its home state of São Paulo, authorities estimate the PCC has nearly doubled its ranks from
6,000 in 2012 to almost 11,000 today. Elsewhere in Brazil, the number of PCCmembers is
estimated to have grown from just over 3,000 in 2014 to more than 20,000 today.” They
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points, estimating that the PCC may be responsible for about half of the
3,000 ATM robberies that occur each year in Brazil. Lessing (personal
communication, May 1, 2019) suggests that nondrug activities are under-
taken by members, whose prestige in the criminal world is enhanced by
membership in the PCC but that their activities do not require permis-
sion from the PCC leadership.
IV. Comparative Analysis
All three Latin American countries discussed here host very prominent
criminal syndicates. In each country the numbers of members and affil-
iates is large by historical standards, almost comparable to the triads and
the yakuza at their peak. For Colombia and Mexico, official estimates of
revenues may be exaggerated, but the true figures are undoubtedly very
large, in the billions of dollars. For Brazil the revenues might be smaller,
but the geographic and criminal breadth of the CV and the PCC is
substantial.

Latin American criminal syndicates are distinct in many other ways
from mafia organizations. Almost none of them have a very long history,
and, with exceptions of a few in Mexico, they have not survived through
several generations of leadership. Except for the PCC, their internal
structures are much less formalized, so much so that it is difficult even
roughly to estimate their memberships. Moreover, the old, large, appar-
ently dominant syndicates in Colombia and Mexico have become in-
creasingly fragmented as a result of government action and, in Mexico,
intergang conflicts. Even if some Latin American criminal syndicates
and groups promote self-legitimizing songs and, in Rio de Janeiro, even
parties to promote their image and find new recruits, their cultural appa-
ratus seems to be much less developed than that of mafia organizations.
Unlike the latter, moreover, they are not based on premodern lifelong
status or fraternization contracts but attract their personnel on the basis
of utilitarian exchanges and maintain their loyalty primarily through de-
terrence. They show limited multifunctionality, and most are principally
identified with just one criminal activity, drug trafficking. Only the PCC
in Sao Paulo also aims systematically to provide some general governance
also estimated organizational income at $100–$200 million. None of these figures have a
strong enough provenance to be given much weight (Albaladejo 2018).
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services beyond attempting to solve conflicts among their own members,
while someCVgang leaders also do thatmore sporadically. Consequently
even their popular legitimacy is generally contested or at least fleeting,
even if some syndicates or, more frequently, their leaders in specific
periods spent considerable sums of money on benevolent projects.

In Mexico, the traditional syndicates had long-standing agreements
with the once-dominant political party, PRI, which occupied the entire
state structure for over 70 years. In all other contexts, though, power-
sharing agreements between the criminal syndicates and state represen-
tatives have been based on bribes rather than a shared Weltanschauung.
The agreements have largely focused on guaranteeing impunity—or at
least mild treatment—for the syndicate leaders. In contrast to the five
mafia organizations, some Mexican syndicates since the end of the PRI
monopoly have employed violence unrestrictedly, causing thousands of
innocent deaths in their operating areas.

Brazil is the most interesting case. The recent literature on Brazilian
organized crime, even just that available in English, is relatively rich.24

The sketch provided above is very summary. It suggests that the PCC
in Sao Paulo not only meets our definition of criminal organizations but
is more ambitious in its purpose and aims than its Colombian and Mexi-
can counterparts, or even Rio’s CV. The PCC, much like the iconic ma-
fias, is truly a multifunctional organization, aiming to provide governance
in addition to making money from crime. It offers in some ways a new
form. None of the historical models have been continuously controlled
from prison, even though leaders often spent time in prison and could
maintain control while doing so.25 While some of the five mafias have
had their roots in providing an alternative to a weak state, providing an al-
ternative justice (as in the famous opening scene of The Godfather), the
PCC’s strong normative base, with its effort to challenge the state by of-
fering a highly bureaucratized and apparently fair system of justice both to
its members and to at least some other citizens, is extreme. It differs from
theColombian andMexican cases in that drug trafficking, though perhaps
the largest source of revenues, is not its motivating activity.
24 For example, the second issue of the new Journal of Illicit Economies and Development is
devoted entirely to Brazilian illegal markets and their consequences.

25 Jacobs (2020) reports that in the American mafia there was no rule that a capo had to
give up control when incarcerated.
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A critical issue is how much the PCC depends on the charismatic au-
thority of one man, Marcola. Surviving for 15 years in prison as head of a
criminal organization is itself an impressive achievement. Whether the
organization can continue after his departure, voluntary or not, is a fair
question.

Table 1 summarizes our view of the extent to which the Colombian
and Mexican drug-trafficking syndicates and Brazilian criminal organi-
zations exhibit the characteristics of the five mafias. The task is com-
plicated by the occasional exceptions. For example, Correa-Cabrera (2017)
and Felbab-Brown (2019) observe that the short-lived La FamiliaMicho-
acana, notwithstanding its gruesome behavior, tried to inculcate a reli-
gious quality to membership; that is unique or at least very rare. Some
cells have question marks, representing gaps in the literature. Others
have quite tentative judgments, reflecting the same limited insights from
research and journalistic sources.
V. Candidate Criminal Organizations
Next to the mafia organizations and the Latin American syndicates, we
identify several candidate criminal organizations and classify them into
three main categories:

• Not fully consolidated criminal organizations,
• Offshoots of voluntary associations, and
• Terrorist, paramilitary, and military organizations gone awry.

For each category we explain why we do not regard them as yet to be
a fully criminal organization. The aim is to demonstrate the range of
large-scale criminal entities and of countries in which they appear.
A. Not Fully Consolidated Criminal Organizations
Using the sociological, Weberian definition of organization, the Ne-

apolitan camorra and other Italian short-lived criminal associations and
post-Soviet Russian and Albanian organized crime groups are promi-
nent examples of the first category of candidate criminal organizations.
Some instances of illegal governance and entrepreneurship in western
Europe also fall short of meeting the basic characteristics of an organi-
zation. Though sometimes called organized crime, they are even more
distant than the first examples from mafia organizations.
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1. The Camorra. According to many commentators and government
agencies (e.g., Saviano 2008; US Department of Treasury 2012), the
camorra constitutes a criminal organization and Italy’s third mafia orga-
nization after the Sicilian Cosa Nostra and Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta. We
consider it only a candidate criminal organization, because the camorra
is not even a confederation of crime groups.

Catino (2019) provides a history of the Neapolitan camorra, empha-
sizing its emergence in the nineteenth century as a set of geographically
defined criminal groups with a powerful higher level body to coordinate
activities. However, he emphasizes what has changed. “This model
vanished in the early decades of the twentieth century and no trace
remains nowadays of this original organizational structure. . . . Rather
than speak of a single mafia organization we should speak of ‘Camorre’
in the plural. . . . Unlike other mafias, where it is possible to locate one
prevailing organizational model, the Camorra has four quite different
competing models” (pp. 169–70). Catino (2019) goes on to note that
“the most significant phenomenon in the evolution of the Camorra
is the multiplication of clans and families. While in 1861 there were
16 clans and families, today there are around 128” (p. 172).

Catino (2020) continues to refer to the camorra as a mafia but empha-
sizes the many differences between it and the other Italian mafias. For
example, he notes the lack of a coherent strategy and the much higher
level of homicides, representing the camorra groups’ inability to resolve
disputes. Between 1983 and 2018 these groups were responsible for al-
most as many homicides as the Sicilian Cosa Nostra and the Calabrian
‘Ndrangheta combined. This is also why Campania, the region hosting
camorra, has historically had a much higher homicide rate than either
Sicily and Calabria, even though that rate has declined significantly since
the early 1990s (Massari and Martone 2018).

The camorra thus offer the instance of a one-time mafia that broke up
into a set of competing criminal groups. Contemporary camorra groups
are not only competing, but also varied. In its most recent report, the Ital-
ianMinistry of the Interior speaks of a “camorra system . . . characterized
by the coexistence of clans with diversified setups and operative strate-
gies.” The Ministry further notes that “these characteristics make it dif-
ficult to give an unequivocal definition” and “very different criminal re-
alities continue to cohabit in the same territories” (Ministero dell’Interno
2020, p. 138). While a few of the current camorra groups form syn-
dicates, if not fully fledged organizations according to ourWeberian def-
inition, others are much more disorganized and ephemeral.
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Most current camorra groups consist in their core of one or more
blood families, which can rely on a circle of associates for their criminal
activities. This circle can expand or contract depending on current needs.
Associates are recruited in the extensive local underworld, the numerous
participants in the local underground economy, and from legitimate com-
panies, liberal professions, and even the political class. Unlike the mafias,
these family-based camorra groups do not routinely conduct ceremonies
of initiation so that it is difficult to distinguish the members from the
nonmembers.26

The ruling bodies of both the single camorra groups and their al-
liances are rudimentary compared with those of Cosa Nostra and the
‘Ndrangheta. They neither are fully institutionalized nor are ruling body
members selected through formal procedures. Within the alliances,
there is no higher level body coordinating the groups’ activities and me-
diating intergroup conflicts. Within each family-based camorra group,
the leader is the most skillful or violent member of the core blood family.
He rules together with his brothers, close relatives, and sometimes a lim-
ited number of associates. Within the alliances, decisions on key matters
are taken through negotiations among the leaders of the dominant
camorra groups. Occasionally a particularly skillful camorristamay obtain
the position of first among equals, as Francesco Schiavone (aka San-
dokan) did in the 1990s in the Casalesi cartel.

The cultural apparatus is also reduced to a minimum. As a rule, family-
based camorra groups use no symbols or rituals to secure allegiance. For
that purpose, they rely on financial and other material benefits and on
threats. In both their internal structure and culture, family-based camorra
groups are more similar to Colombian and Mexican drug trafficking
syndicates than to the mafias of neighboring Sicily and Calabria.

Camorra groups frequently form alliances, further complicating the
investigator’s task of establishing who belongs to which group. While
many alliances are short-lived, some have lasted for several decades.
One long-term alliance is the so-called Casalesi cartel, which is based
in the Caserta province north of Naples. Since the 1990s, it has had
three family-based crime groups at its core: the Schiavone, Zagaria,
and Bidognetti groups. The Casalesi have been one of the most, if not
26 A few camorristi, such as Antonio Bardellino andMichele Zagaria, were ritually admit-
ted to the Sicilian Cosa Nostra during the 1970s (Tribunale di Palermo 1985). However,
the link with Cosa Nostra broke down soon afterward, and no Cosa Nostra rituals were
imported into the camorra.
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the most, powerful camorra syndicates. Through their networks of
associates, including less powerful crime groups, the Casalesi could mo-
bilize up to 9,000 associates at the peak of their power in the 1990s
(CSM 2020). The units constituting the cartel have always maintained
a considerable degree of autonomy, but both the core and the satellite
crime groups and even their looser associates have profited from the rep-
utation and power of the Casalesi cartel. Similarly, the so-called Alleanza
di Secondigliano was founded by four family-based camorra groups of
Naples and its outskirts—Contini, Bosti, Licciardi, Mallardo—and has
been operating since the 1980s (Ministero dell’Interno 2020, pp. 146–
47). Three of the founders, each representing a constituent camorra
group, had married three sisters, thus becoming relatives. The core
groups, and others that have at times joined the alliance, have main-
tained an even higher degree of entrepreneurial autonomy than the
groups of the Casalesi cartel.

The Casalesi and the other “established” camorra groups are similar
to mafia organizations in Sicily and Calabria in aiming to exercise polit-
ical dominion in their areas of settlement. Some constituent families of
the Casalesi cartel, for example, provided protection services in rural
areas, much as the Sicilian and Calabria Mafiosi did, from about the
1950s to the 1980s (Sales 1993), and they have not given up this activity
in recent times. Another element of similarity with the Sicilian and
Calabria mafia organizations is the ability of many camorra groups to
infiltrate local government, which has helped them manipulate public
tenders and gain many public contracts. In the Caserta province, for ex-
ample, the Casalesi cartel’s influence on local government is pervasive:
even the Italian Ministry of the Interior observes, “the public adminis-
tration of the territory has aimed to meet camorra’s interests at the same
time as the local corrupt policy-makers, thanks to their links with crim-
inality, have consolidated their decision-making power and satisfied
their personal ambitions” (Ministero dell’Interno 2012, p. 166).

The Casalesi cartel distinguishes itself from all Cosa Nostra and many
‘Ndrangheta groups in the entrepreneurial acumen shown by its leaders
since the 1970s. Thanks to that acumen, the cartel’s power of intimida-
tion and the readiness of many Campanian entrepreneurs to become
associates, the Casalesi have been able to acquire, or at least influence,
many businesses in the Caserta province, gain control of several local
economic sectors, and expand their business activities outside the prov-
ince (Corte di Assise Santa Maria Capua Vetere 2006; Saviano 2008).
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Other camorra groups are less durable formations that developed
around a charismatic chief. These gangs might expand very rapidly for
a while and make money through a variety of illegal activities. However,
they usually have a more limited number of associates in the legal econ-
omy and public administration than the more established family-based
groups and are less able to exercise political dominion in their specific
areas. The Nuova Camorra Organizzata (or NCO) constitutes the most
prominent example of this second type of camorra group. The NCO
was founded by Raffaele Cutolo while he was in prison in the early
1970s and lasted until the late 1980s. Much like the leaders of the Bra-
zilian and Central American prisons gangs, Cutolo remained imprisoned
throughout the NCO’s existence. To attract new affiliates and secure
new allegiances, Cutolo resorted to the rituals, ranks, slang, codes, and
rules of the nineteenth-century camorra. Presenting itself as a brother-
hood, the NCO also paid salaries to the poorest of its imprisoned mem-
bers. It set up a court to settle internal conflicts. Thanks to its elaborate
cultural apparatus and solidarity vis-à-vis poorer members, Cutolo was
able to enlarge the NCO’s ranks very rapidly. At its peak in the early
1980s, the NCO had about 7,000 members (Sciarrone 1998, pp. 65–
68). Cutolo also gained the unconditional loyalty and allegiance of most
NCO members. “The correspondence in prisons among its affiliates,”
the Parliamentary Antimafia Commission noted in 1993, “is very intense
and full of expressions of gratitude to the chief who sometimes presented
himself as a guru and in other cases as a modern criminal boss” (Com-
missione Parlamentare Antimafia 1993, pp. 43–44).

The NCO’s revenues were generated through a variety of criminal
activities, including drug trafficking and dealing, cigarette smuggling, il-
legal gambling, and extortion of legitimate businesses. The NCO (and
other camorra groups) also profited from the acquisition of many emer-
gency public contracts issued after the 1980 earthquake in Campania
(Commissione Parlamentare Antimafia 1993). In the late 1970s, Cutolo
felt strong enough to attempt to impose a tax on each box of smuggled
cigarettes that landed in Naples and to seek control over the central
neighborhoods of Naples (Corte Suprema di Cassazione 1987). These
attempts, though, prompted rival clans to form a coalition, the Nuova
Famiglia, which initially copied the NCO’s rituals to secure their mem-
bers’ allegiance. Weakened by very violent fights with this coalition and
subsequent criminal investigations, the NCO disintegrated in the sec-
ond half of the 1980s. The Nuova Famiglia disbanded soon afterward
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when a conflict arose among the crime groups composing it, which soon
reverted to their usual “patriarchal” style of domination (Monzini 1999).

Next to family-based syndicates and the gangs led by a charismatic
leader, there are also loose gangs of juvenile and adult offenders, primar-
ily drawn from the city working class. Even the police acknowledge that
these gangs are primarily co-offending groups of criminals rather than
organized crime (Ministero dell’Interno 2020, pp. 138–41). The compo-
sition of many gangs and the alliances among them are so unstable that
law enforcement agencies often have difficulties in finding evidence of
the offense of mafia-type criminal organization (Ministero dell’Interno
2012, pp. 130–37).

Organizational differences are matched by entrepreneurial diversity.
Some groups, especially in the city ofNaples, drawmost of their revenues
from the control of local drug distribution DNA (2017, pp. 66–75).
Others are specialized in international drug trafficking. Giuseppe Pol-
verino from the Marano group from the town of the same name at the
outskirts of Naples was long known as “Mr. Hashish.” According to Ital-
ian law enforcement agencies he was the main smuggler of Moroccan
hashish into Europe at least until his arrest in Spain in 2012 (Allum
2016, pp. 157–58). Thanks to high-level drug trafficking and the clever
reinvestment of drug-trafficking proceeds in several economic sectors,
Polverino and his associates accumulated considerable wealth. Assets
worth over 1 billion euros were seized from them on a single occasion
in 2011 (Europol 2013, pp. 12–13).27 Other camorra groups have become
very skilled in the distribution of a wide range of counterfeited products.
They both manufacture these products in the Naples and Caserta prov-
inces and import them fromChina. Camorra groups are also proficient in
counterfeiting currencies, which they then sell to crime groups all over
Europe (Europol 2013, p. 17).

Some of these groups have been much weakened or even dissolved as a
result of enhanced law enforcement pressure in the first two decades of
the twenty-first century (DNA 2017, p. 67). The law enforcement suc-
cesses have been facilitated by the decision of many camorra represen-
tatives, including the bosses of several groups, to become state witnesses,
27 Seizure figures can exaggerate the value of the assets lost by the criminals. For exam-
ple, properties are often subject to mortgages; the owner will lose only his investment, not
the full value of the property.
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following arrest. As of June 30, 2016, there were 561 former criminals
from Campania in the state witness protection program; the numbers in
Sicily andCalabria were 305 and 164, respectively (Ministero dell’Interno
2017, p. 12). This testifies to the weakness of associational bonds and the
prevalence of a more utilitarian logic within camorra groups compared
with those of the Sicilian Cosa Nostra and the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta.
In 2018 and 2019, for example, the sons of the leaders of both the
Bidognetti and Schiavone families started cooperating with criminal jus-
tice authorities, thus weakening the Casalesi cartel.

In sum, despite the fact that some camorra groups score high on the
more external typifying characteristics of mafia organizations (e.g.,
multifunctionality, claim to exercise political power), we classify the
camorra as a candidate criminal organization, because no single such or-
ganization exists. Some cartels coordinating camorra groups are clearly
syndicates and have many similarities with the Colombian and Mexican
drug-trafficking syndicates. We stop short of calling them organizations
because they fail to meet the basic defining criterion of organization,
namely clear boundaries, and do not have institutionalized command
positions. Conversely, the NCO met the requirements of our sociolog-
ical definition of organization, but lasted less than two decades.

2. Russian and Albanian Organized Crime. Russia’s vory-v-zakone,
“thieves-in-law” or “thieves professing the code,” constitute the criminal
organization that most closely resembles the five iconic mafias, even if
some significant differences remain in the internal structure, breeding
ground, and evolution. Catino (2019) includes them as a mafia. The
vory’s society is at least as old as the youngest mafia, the American Cosa
Nostra. It most probably emerged in the late 1920 and early 1930s in the
Soviet prisons and labor camps, although some sources (e.g., Rossi 1989;
Shinar 2016) maintain that the society existed in prerevolutionary times
(Varese 2001, pp. 146, 160–61; Cheloukhine 2008). Like the mafias, it
only admitted men. Unlike the mafias, the vory’s society included only
a selected elite group of professional criminals and not their criminal
manpower or even the avtoritety, the heads of many crime groups (Varese
2001, pp. 125–41). There were, in other words, no groups belonging to
the vory’s society, only individuals. Six hundred vory were known to po-
lice sources just before the dissolution of the Soviet Union in December
1991 (Handelman 1995, p. 28). Given the organization’s selectivity, there
was no elaborate ranking system or command structure within it. Vory
were classified only as junior or senior. Within the senior category, some
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had more prestige than others and sometimes took strategic decisions for
the whole society; however, they did not form a well-defined ruling body
(Handelman 1995, p. 39).

Like the mafias, the vory’s society had an elaborate cultural apparatus,
including rituals, a jargon, tattoos, and even a parallel normative code in
open opposition to state laws. Much like the mafias, it also imposed a sta-
tus and fraternization contract on its members, expecting a lifelong com-
mitment and brotherly solidarity, which was symbolized by the obshchak,
the communal fund. Their ideology was even stricter than that of the
mafias. Vory were expected to live exclusively on thefts and black-market
dealing when not in prison and were prohibited from having any contact
with state representatives (Handelman 1995, pp. 28–45; Varese 2001,
pp. 145–59).

The vory long constituted a parallel authority in the Gulag archipelago
despite the Soviet state’s efforts to weaken them in the late 1940s and
early 1950s. Given their bases in prisons and the lack of direct manpower,
the vory never, unlike the mafias, tried to rule the broader society beyond
the criminal underworld. And even within the underworld, their power
was largely due to their reputation and capability to solve conflicts, rather
than their direct command of violence. As an informer told Varese (2001,
pp. 140–41), “it is not the case that each group pays into the obshchak once
a month, as a company does with his employees. The groups pay when
they feel like it, as a sort of charity to support the criminal population
in prison, or as a sign of respect for the vory. The treasurer of the obshchak
asks for money when he needs it. Alternatively, groups pay into the
obshchak when the vor does something in particular. Also the vor of our
city is very respected in Moscow and can get help from all over Russia.”

The vory had their heydays after the implosion of the Soviet Union in
1991. They obtained or extorted contributions for their obshchak from
many criminals and used their parallel justice tradition and skills to settle
disputes both among criminals and among businesses that state courts
were unable to deal with (Varese 2001, pp. 123–41).

But even in the 1990s, vorywere just one branch of post-Soviet Russian
organized crime. Many, less formalized formations arose from sports
societies and martial arts clubs and the military, especially the Cossacks,
Afghan war participants, and later mercenaries who fought in conflicts in
Abkhasia and Transdniestria (Volkov 2014). Other crime groups, such as
the Chechens, were ethnically based, with no clear-cut boundaries or in-
stitutionalized command positions (Varese 2001, pp. 177–79). Galeotti
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(2012, p. 2) notes that “unlike other international criminal organizations
(yakuza, Chinese triads, or Cosa Nostra), Russian criminal groups do not
have a rigid control structure. They act opportunistically.” A Russian po-
lice officer specializing in the control of organized crime similarly re-
ported at the beginning of the 1990s that “representatives of the new type
of criminal world pay no attention to the vory. In prison, of course, every-
one has to bow to the traditions. But outside, if a criminal has money and
his own fighters, he can act independently” (Handelman 1995, p. 42).

In the early 1990s, many of these different crime groups were not only
active in the liberalized post-Soviet illegal markets, but also extorted
legitimate businesses and occasionally offered effective protection, ex-
ploiting the power void left by the implosion of the Soviet state. Although
some of these groups consisted of dozens, if not hundreds, of members
and had a hierarchical structure, most have disbanded since the turn of
the century and lost their governance functions (Sokolov 2004). Volkov
(2014, pp. 170–75) has no qualms speaking of “extinction of the Russian
mafia” and identifies three structural causes for such process: the consol-
idation of a private security industry, which provides protection services
more reliably than criminal groups did; the strengthening of the state
and of its law enforcement under Putin’s leadership; and that many lead-
ers of the most successful criminal groups preferred to become associ-
ates or investors in legitimate businesses. Many vory lacked necessary
skills; the vory and many lower level, less skilled, more violent associates
have been progressively marginalized, arrested, or killed. As of 2008,
according to the then Russia’s Minister of the Interior, Rashid Nurga-
liev, fewer than 100 vory remained active on Russian territory (Schwirtz
2008).

Albanian organized crime has been prominent in Europe since the
1990s, using violence to further its drug dealing and other illegal market
ventures, such as sex trafficking and loan sharking (Xhudo 1996; Zhilla
and Lamarri 2015). Jana Arsovska (2015, 2016) has authoritatively shown
that much like the camorra, Albanian organized crime consists of a vari-
ety of criminal groups largely reliant on family or friendship ties. It has no
formalized internal structure, elaborate subcultural apparatus, or politi-
cal power.

3. Illegal Governance and Entrepreneurship in Western Europe. Even in
western Europe, with its high degree of government legitimacy and
power, some groups occasionally provide temporary governance ser-
vices in illegal markets. Such figures have been identified in a few English
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cities and towns by Campana and Varese (2018). However, lacking a
formalized structure, including institutionalized command positions and
a well-defined cultural apparatus, the groups surrounding these figures
do not possess any of the seven typifying characteristics of mafia orga-
nizations. Even their provision of governance has never become fully in-
stitutionalized before the group was broken up by the police.

A few blood families in the southern part of the Netherlands have
shown a surprising degree of intergenerational involvement in various
criminal activities, including thefts, other property crimes, and smug-
gling of a variety of illegal goods across borders (Moors and Spapens
2017). Since the 1960s, the southern province of North Brabant has
played a key role in the production of ecstasy and amphetamines for
the whole world market. With extensive cannabis plantations, it also
feeds the illegal and semi-illegal markets for cannabis in Netherlands
and many surrounding countries (Colman et al. 2018; Tops et al. 2018).

Despite their entrepreneurial success and occasional attempts to infil-
trate legitimate economic activities and public life, southernDutch crime
groups remain only candidate criminal organizations. They are generally
small and mostly ephemeral; they do not possess a formalized criminal
structure or elaborate cultural apparatus. Moreover, their sole aim is
making money from crime, and they have no interest in imposing gover-
nance services on the broader population or becoming an alternative to
the state (van de Bunt and Kleemans 2007; Spapens 2016).

B. Offshoots of Voluntary or Sport Associations
A second category of candidate criminal organizations consists of off-

shoots of voluntary organizations. Several crime groups in Russia—and
in other eastern European countries (e.g., Kaplan 1998)—emerged from
sports societies andmartial arts clubs. As Volkov (2014) notes, in the cha-
otic post-Soviet period, members of these clubs—and especially boxers,
wrestlers, karate masters, and the like—possessed qualities that made
themfit for violent entrepreneurship, including the ability to use violence,
discipline, and countrywide networks. However, much as the Uralmash,
one of these criminal groups, has transformed into an influential regional
business group, most Russian criminal groups based on sport associations
have either much reduced their criminal activities or have disbanded due
to the increasing pressure of Russian state authorities.

In Western countries, the most prominent example of this category is
represented by outlaw motorcycle gangs such as the Hells Angels and
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Bandidos and Europe-based gangs such as Satudarah (see von Lampe and
Blokland 2020). These gangsmeetmost of the requirements of large-scale
criminal organizations. The most established go back to the 1930s and
have thousands of members spread across many countries. They are also
divided into chapters, each with well-defined command structures and de-
tailed appointment procedures. Though they do not have outright cere-
monies of initiation, they clearly separate members from nonmembers,
much as mafias do. Much like mafias, they expect a long-term commit-
ment from their members and expect quasi-brotherhood ties and mutual
aid among the latter. Like the mafias, outlaw motorcycle gangs were not
founded to conduct criminal activities or just to make money. They also
show considerable multifunctionality, including their members’ engage-
ment in a plurality of criminal activities. Last but not least, some of their
leaders claim to, and sometimes effectively, govern part of the under-
world, especially the sex industry.

Nonetheless, they remain candidate criminal organizations because
these gangs are still considered legitimate, if problematic, organizations
in most countries despite the frequent epithet “outlaw.” As von Lampe
and Blokland (2020) report, most outlaw motorcycle gangs are regis-
tered legal entities and some even have copyrighted their colors and
patches to prevent unauthorized use.

This means that, despite frequent use of the epithet “outlaw,” these
organizations are not fully criminalized, even if they have been listed as
organized crime syndicates by several US public bodies (e.g., President’s
Commission on Organized Crime 1986). The USDepartment of Justice
(2014) characterizes them as “organizations whose members use their
motorcycle clubs as conduits for criminal enterprises.” Dutch courts
were the first to issue nationwide bans on some whole organizations or
“clubs,” including the Bandidos in 2017 and the Hells Angels in 2019
(Agence France-Press 2019), and not just some of local branches, known
as chapters. Even leaving official categorizations aside, observers disagree
on whether motorcycle gangs should be classified as criminal organi-
zations. According to Barker (2014, pp. 13–14), for example, this is an
empirical question, which has been answered separately for each club
or even chapter depending on their members’ and leaders’ involvement
in criminal activities. The relationship of the gang tomember criminality
varies a great deal. In some chapters the criminal activities involve the
chapter itself; in others there are individual offenders who find the chap-
ter a useful setting in which to operate.
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C. Terrorist, Paramilitary, and Military Organizations
The last category of candidate criminal organizations consists of ter-

rorist organizations and militias. In a few extreme cases, it even includes
offshoots of military organizations gone awry, when they start drawing a
large share of their resources from the organization and protection of
organized crime activities, typically drug production and trafficking. Fol-
lowing Schmid (2004) and others, we note the inherently controversial
nature of the label “terrorism” and the fluidity of the distinction between
terrorist organizations and militias.

Whereasmany terrorist groups are short-lived and ephemeral (LaFree,
Dugan, andMiller 2015), some of the largest and longest-lasting terrorist
groups and militias, such as the Irish Republican Army (e.g., Dingley
2012) and the Colombian FARC, have long been considered criminal
organizations by governments. It is beyond the scope of this essay to
establish to what extent each of the many prominent terrorist groups is
comparable with mafia organizations. In the following subsections we
briefly discuss just the FARC and Colombian paramilitaries and two Bur-
mese28 examples: UnitedWa State Army and Party, and the Kuomintang,
the latter being an extreme case of a military organization that has trans-
formed itself into an organized crime entity.

1. The FARC and the Paramilitaries in Columbia. Founded in the
1960s, the FARC lasted until at least 2017, when it formally agreed to
terms effectively of surrender to the Colombian government.29 With
an army of 20,000 “soldiers” at its peak in the early 2000s (Otis 2014),
it certainly was large. At least until 2009, it also had a formalized, hier-
archical internal structure and an elaborate subculture, which were more
bureaucratic and thus more “modern” than those of mafia organizations.
Like mafias, the FARC long showed considerable multifunctionality and
de facto operated for a long time as a quasi-state authority in about a
third of Colombia’s territory, enjoying a certain degree of legitimacy
(Eccarius-Kelly 2012).

Moreover, despite its originalMarxist programof agrarianism and anti-
imperialism, the FARC entered the drug business during the 1980s, thus
adding a standard organized crime component to its original insurgent
28 We refer to them as “Burmese” simply because the events narrated here occurred
mainly during the time before the country was renamed Myanmar.

29 In 2019 a major faction of the FARC announced that the government had failed to
provide the basic protections set out in the peace agreement and that its members would
return to conflict (Acosta and Cobb 2019).
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aims and practices. Until the 2017 peace agreement, the FARC not only
extracted protection money from the peasants growing coca and poppies
and from the traffickers trading in semimanufactured or finished prod-
ucts, but it had also become a key player in the refining and sale of coca
paste, earning at least US$1 billion per year (Otis 2014).

In 1997most right-wing paramilitary groups coalesced into theUnited
Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (known as AUC, the acronym from the
Spanish initials), which profited extensively from the cocaine industry
through both extortion of producers and traffickers and direct participa-
tion in the trade (Vargas 2005, pp. 212–14). However, like many other
insurgent groups, the AUC is too ephemeral to seriously merit the term
“organization,” being almost completely demobilized in 2005 and 2006.

2. The United Wa State Army and Party. The UnitedWa State Army
and Party are certainly organizations, again more bureaucratic and mod-
ern than mafia organizations. However, they are not clearly “criminal.”
Respectively known as UWSA and UWSP,30 they have undergone a
spectacular transformation from an insurgent Marxist group to a major
opium- and heroin-producing organization and, more recently, to an al-
most fully fledged, though not internationally recognized, state author-
ity that has banned opium production since 2005.

The UWSA was the largest splinter group from the Communist Party
of Burma (CPB), consisting of 8,000–10,000 men at the time of the split
in 1989 (Milsom 2005).25 It incorporated a smaller group dominated by
three ethnic Chinese brothers, theWei, with decades-long experience in
the opiate trade.

Within a few months of the creation of the UWSA, cease-fire agree-
ments were struck between Burma’s military government and the main
former CPB forces. In exchange for promises not to attack government
forces and to sever ties with other rebel groups, the CPB mutineers were
granted permission to engage in any business, including, almost inevi-
tably, opiate production and trafficking (Davis and Hawke 1998; Altsean-
Burma 2004, pp. 50–51). A nonmedical opiate industry was de facto
legalized.

Initially, Burma’s opium production boomed under the ex-CPB quasi-
state authorities. Between 1988 and 1993, the opium harvest grew by
30 For reasons of simplicity we refer to both of them by using the more common acro-
nym of UWSA.
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60 percent, and a string of new, large heroin refineries were set up near
the main growing areas (Lintner 2002, pp. 263, 272–74). At least until the
beginning of the twenty-first century, the refineries were run both by the
militia commanders and by independent traffickers who were obliged to
pay a “protection” tax to the militias.

Though the UWSA was designated as a “drug kingpin” in 2003 by the
United States, the Burmese government long gave the leaders of the
UWSA legitimacy as “leaders of the national races” (Ball 1999, p. 4). It al-
lowed them to invest illicit proceeds in the legitimate economy. More re-
cently, though, the relationship has become tenser, and three rounds of in-
conclusive peace talks were held between 2016 and 2018 (Lintner 2019).

Unexpectedly in 2005 the UWSA banned opium production in the
areas under its control, following earlier bans of two other splinter groups.
It forciblymovedmany opium-farming villages from their hill locations to
riverine plains to induce them to grow other crops (Paoli, Greenfield, and
Reuter 2009, pp. 139–42). As a result, Burma’s potential opiumproduction
fell from 1,760 tons in 1996 to 310 tons in 2005. Although Myanmar’s
productionhasfluctuated since2006with a total of 550 tons in2017, “there
are hardly any poppy fields” left in the Wa region (UNODC 2017, p. 8).

3. The Kuomintang. The de facto stateless northeastern Burmese Shan
State also provides an extreme example of a regular military organiza-
tion that turned criminal. This is the Nationalist Chinese Kuomin-
tang (KMT), which operated for several decades in northeastern Burma
after being expelled from China by Mao Zedong’s communist troops in
1949. The newly independent Burma, weakened by the assassination of
its designated leader and his closest associates in 1947 by ethnic rivalries,
and by army mutinies, had no means to oust this leftover army. The
KMT received plenty of weapons, supplies, and technical support from
the Nationalist Chinese headquarters in Taiwan and its covert allies,
most notably the United States and Thailand. From late 1952 onward,
the KMT became the only effective government authority in the terri-
tories between the Salween River and the Chinese border (Kokang, Wa,
and Kengtung states), extracting taxes and customs duties (McCoy 1991,
pp. 162–78; Lintner 2002, pp. 236–38).

Unsurprisingly, because the territories conquered by the KMT were
Burma’s major opium-producing regions, a significant part of KMT rev-
enues came from the taxation of opium producers and traffickers; the
KMT required that every hill-village farmer pay a heavy annual opium
tax. The KMT centralized the wholesale transportation of opium into
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Thailand, where it long enjoyed the full protection of Thai authorities
(Lintner 2002, pp. 242–44). This may explain why there was a rapid
increase in local opium production (McCoy 1991, p. 173). In 1962, the
KMT’s two main Burmese armies moved their headquarters into Thai-
land, and, onceTaiwan cut back financial support, they increasingly relied
on the opium traffic to finance their military operations. They remained
major actors in the opium trade, and later heroin production, of the
Golden Triangle until the 1980s. Only in 1984 after a new democratic
government was installed did the Thai government crack down on the
remnants of the KMT (McCoy 1991, pp. 354–55, 432–33).

As these last examples (FARC, UWSA, KMT) show, in conditions of
total breakdown or absence of state authority, it becomes difficult to draw
clear-cut boundaries among organized crime groups, criminal profit-
driven organizations, terrorist organizations, militias, and even states.
No doubt, in their heydays, the FARC and Kuomintang exercised, and
the UWSA still exercises, governance functions to an even larger extent
than any mafia has ever done (with the exception of the triads in South-
east Asia until the nineteenth century). As Tilly (1988, p. xx) noted long
ago, “Onemight imagine a continuum running from anarchy to banditry
to mafia to routine government. The defining feature of that continuum
is the extent to which control over the use of force is concentrated in a
single organization.” As in the case of mafia organizations and most col-
lective entities active in (de facto) stateless contexts, for militias, too, it is
hardly possible to distinguish economic from political functions. Neither
militias (including military organizations gone awry) nor mafia orga-
nizations can be classified as exclusively governmental or business en-
terprises. Profit- and power-oriented activities are present and closely
intertwined in these clusters of actors. Moreover, it is even awkward to
apply the adjective “criminal” to many militias or mafia organizations
because the closest state authorities have sometimes not even formally
criminalized or attempted to suppress them. They have themselves exer-
cised power and even held a considerable degree of popular legitimacy.
Crime is a term that modern state authorities use to express censure
and disapproval, and in the case of both sets of organizations the state
was instead conniving, tolerant, or just not there.
VI. Concluding Comments
We began by identifying seven common characteristics of organized
crime organization that we and almost all observers and scholars call
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the five “iconic”mafias. Though each of the five has a distinctive history
and setting, there are enough commonalities that bundling them in one
category is reasonable.

We mostly discussed whether other modern criminal syndicates share
many of the same characteristics. The powerful syndicates that have in
the latter part of the twentieth century emerged in Colombia, Mexico,
and Brazil are often considered exemplary of organized crime. These
syndicates, however, do not possess many of the typifying characteristics
of the iconic five, and in some cases it is unclear whether they should
even be considered organizations in the sociological sense; they do not
have a clear boundary between members and others. The prison-based
PCC in Sao Paulo seems to come closest, with longevity as yet the one
missing element, which, by definition, can be achieved over time. It is
surprising how few of the obvious candidate entities, particularly the
Colombian and Mexican DTOs, have many of the typifying charac-
teristics of the iconic five. However, we make no claim that we have
conducted an exhaustive study of potential criminal syndicates. For ex-
ample, the prison-based gangs in El Salvador and Guatemala, such as the
MS-13 (Mara Salvatrucha 13) or 18th Street gang, facing extremely weak
and brutal governments, have many similarities with the PCC and, like
the latter, may share some characteristics of the five iconic mafias, even
if they are relatively young.

Mafias are not necessarily themost damaging form of organized crime.
If a country had to choose between the recklessly homicidal Mexican
drug-trafficking syndicates and the more subtle Sicilian Cosa Nostra,
no doubt the latter would cause less social harm at least in the short
run. However, mafias persist as many other criminal organizations and
syndicates do not. The Colombian government was able to eliminate
the Medellin and Cali syndicates. The successor syndicates were compa-
rably effective at smuggling cocaine but posed amuch lesser threat to state
authority. In contrast, even after a campaign of nearly 50 years by the US
Department of Justice, the American Cosa Nostra still operates, even
though it is much weakened ( Jacobs 2020). Which characteristics of the
seven identified above are most important in explaining the persistence
of the mafias is unknown, but plausibly it is a combination.

The brief discussion of a range of candidate criminal organizations
found more differences than similarities with the five mafias. It may be
that it is hard to develop these organizations inmodern societies, in which
compared with premodern societies there is so much more emphasis on
wealth as the single measure of success.
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The most important factors that enable mafias to cohere over long
periods of time are perhaps those that distinguish them from mere
profit-making enterprises. Corporations, even the largest, rarely survive
as long as 100 years; there is rapid turnover in the S&P 500, a listing of
the 500 largest US firms by capital value.31 Just as corporations have
proven to be quite mortal, purely profit-making criminal syndicates
may fail to endure. Money does not breed loyalty. True, the criminal
syndicates here considered distinguish themselves from legitimate cor-
porations for their routine and sometimes excessive use of violence. Vi-
olence can prevent defections in the short run.

Violence alone, however, does not breed loyalty and cannot substitute
for a cultural apparatus engendering a long-term commitment from the
members and group legitimacy. It is worth noting that the two Brazilian
federations, the most mafia-like of the newer syndicates examined, both
had their origins in efforts to improve prison conditions for large num-
bers of inmates and created elaborate systems of rules and sanctions. It
may be that other enduringmafias will only develop in circumstances that
create the need for protection against an oppressive, failing, or weak state
and when they are able to develop a cultural apparatus capable of legiti-
mizing them vis-à-vis their own members and the surrounding popula-
tion.We hope that this essay will engender further research on the topic.
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Federico Varese

How Mafias Migrate:
Transplantation, Functional
Diversification, and
Separation
A B S T R A CT

Many policy makers and some academics believe that mafias move easily be-
tween countries and with little difficulty quickly become deeply rooted. The
reality is more complicated. Mafiosi often move away from their home ter-
ritories because they are forced to do so rather than because they relocate for
strategic reasons; that kind of transplantation abroad tends to be unsuccessful.
Whether transplantation succeeds depends on the presence of mafiosi and
local factors, such as whether markets, construction, or illegal drugs are
booming and poorly regulated. Under some conditions, transplantation
results in wholesale separation between the original organization and the
outpost. Mafiosi abroad often neither plan nor hope to achieve the kinds of
control of territories, industries, and markets they exercise at home but to buy
or sell illegal commodities, thereby engaging in a process of functional di-
versification.

The movement of Italian mafias from the regions where they are tradi-
tionally rooted—Sicily, Calabria, and Campania—to the northern areas
of the country and abroad has been widely discussed (see, e.g., Ciconte
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1998; Sciarrone 1998; Massari 2001; Forgione 2009; Di Antonio 2010;
De Filippo and Moretti 2011; Portanova, Rossi, and Stefanoni 2011;
Tizian 2011; Pignatone and Prestipino 2012; Gennari 2013; Pignedoli
2016). Similar phenomena affect other countries. For instance, street
gangs such as Mara Salvatrucha, Latin Kings, and Barrio 18 are active
across the United States and in Central America. Hong Kong triads are
said to be moving to Europe and mainland China, while crime groups
from the former Soviet Union are reported to be operating in Western
Europe. This trend is of immediate policy concern, and yet it also raises
general questions related to the role of local factors in organized crime
and the effects of globalization in facilitating serious crime across bor-
ders. It is now considered one of the main theoretical issues in the study
of organized crime. Since the 2000s a number of significant works on
the subject—using a variety of methods including community qualitative
studies, comparative historical investigations, descriptive quantitative stud-
ies, and hypothesis testing on relatively large data sets—have been pub-
lished. Understanding of the subject, however, continues to suffer from
conceptual confusion, data challenges, and knowledge gaps.

Organized crime is best defined on the basis of the activities of groups,
rather than on their organizational structure, contrary to a widely held
view. I focus here on the mobility of established criminal groups that, in
their territories of origin, control market and territories. I refer to this
as governance-type organized crime or usually, for reasons of simplicity,
as mafias. The first section of this essay introduces the most important
concepts needed to understandmafiamobility: transplantation, functional
diversification, and separation. Transplantation refers to mafias’ ability to
reproduce their capacity to govern some markets or territory far from
their places of origin and their main operations. This is amore analytically
useful concept than others that appear in the literature such as “stable
presence,” “settlement,” “colonization,” “entrenchment,” and “hard pen-
etration”; they do not make explicit what the group does in the territory in
which it is present. A key distinction needs to bemade between transplan-
tation and functional diversification. Mafiosi abroad may engage in activ-
ities that do not entail attempts to control markets or territories but rather
to buy and sell illegal goods. In the latter case, they engage in functional
Moro, and Dennis Rodgers commented helpfully on an earlier version of this essay. Three
anonymous referees also gave detailed comments. Michael Tonry and Peter Reuter helped
me clarify my arguments and presentation significantly. This essay draws and expands on
work I have published elsewhere (Varese 2001, 2004, 2006, 2010, 2011a, 2012b).
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diversification. Under some conditions, the mafia outpost may separate
from the “motherland” and become a fully independent new entity.

In Section II, I present two contrasting perspectives onmafia transplan-
tation. According to the Free Movement view, the presence of mafiosi
abroad is the product of a rational strategy to colonize new territory, it is
a ubiquitous phenomenon, and entrenchment is easy. Such a view tends
to suffer from lack of conceptual clarity and of specification of the phe-
nomenon under study and to rely on exaggerated claims. Other scholars
have advanced the contrary view, namely, that mafias never move. This I
call the NoMovement view.While theoretically elegant, this second po-
sition cannot explain the limited yet real phenomenon of mafia presence
in new places. It assumes that criminal reputations cannot travel across
long distances and that the motherland cannot control its agents when
they are far away. Criminal reputations do, however, travel across bor-
ders, and often the transplanted group is not formed by employees of the
motherland. Rather, it is an independent unit using themafia brand name.

In Section III, I list the main hypotheses that have been advanced to
account for mafia transplantation, functional diversification, and separa-
tion. Sections IV–VI present the main empirical findings. Concerning
transplantation: mafiosi are more likely to find themselves in new terri-
tories because of unwanted circumstances rather than because of inten-
tional, rational decisions to colonize new markets and territories. The
mere presence of mafiosi as such is not sufficient to predict transplanta-
tion.When that presence coincides with particular conditions in the local
economy, namely, unregulated expansion in local markets such as con-
struction or drugs, or more generally the inability of the state to provide
protection, mafiosi can become entrenched.

Functional diversification is more likely to occur in larger cities and in
criminal hubs, and substantial migration from the motherland does not
appear to be a necessary precondition. This is in marked contrast to trans-
plantation, which is more likely to succeed in towns and small cities. Sev-
eral studies report that mafiosi operating abroad were forced out of their
places of origin rather being sent by bosses. Finally, separation is compar-
atively rare, yet it occurred in at least one significant case, that of the Italian
American mafia which emerged from Sicilian roots. Such a separation was
possible because the outpost grew significantly in power and wealth vis-à-
vis to the motherland, and the brand name was easily recognizable.

Section VII outlines conceptual, methodological, and empirical issues
that remain unresolved. I emphasize the importance of use of historical
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comparative methods in qualitative studies of the mafia and the need to
identify negative cases. I also discuss the relationships between concepts
used in indexes in quantitative studies.

Section VIII outlines emerging research areas and policy implications.
Alliances are needed among scholarsworking onLatinAmerica, theUnited
States, and Europe, as is adoption of compatible frameworks. Policy
efforts to control and oppose organized crime must be informed by the
key distinction between transplantation and functional diversification
and by recognition that certain local markets, such as construction, are
more at risk of mafia penetration than are other economic sectors such
as import and export of goods.
I. Concepts
I focus on a particular type of criminal organization that seeks to govern
markets or territories. I refer to these organizations as governance-type
organized crime or, for simplicity, mafias. Since the publication of my
study of the Russian mafia (Varese 2001), I have been interested in ex-
ploring to what extent mafias operate outside of their traditional territo-
ries. In this essay, I return to questions I have addressed elsewhere (esp.
Varese 2011b) and want to shed further light on transplantation, func-
tional diversification, and separation. In this section, I explain what I
mean by these concepts and why I do not use others.

What is organized crime? Despite the variety—and often vagueness—
of definitions in official documents and the academic literature, defini-
tions are typically of two types: those that focus on the internal structure
of organizations and those that focus on the activities of groups. The first
type usually includes a reference to minimum membership (“three or
more persons”), the presence of a hierarchical structure, and continuity
over time. For instance, according to the United Nations, “‘organized
criminal group’ shall mean a structured group of three or more persons,
existing for a period of time and acting in concert with the aim of com-
mitting one or more serious crimes or offences established in accordance
with this Convention, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial
or othermaterial benefit” (UNODC2004, art. 2a). For this approach, or-
ganized crime is crime that is organized, often highly so. Definitions that
emphasize the structure evolved over the twentieth century (Varese 2010).
Until the 1960s, organized crime was typically defined as a hierarchical,
corporate-like entity. Since the 1970s, organized crime organizations have
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usually been portrayed as being more flexible, networked, and flat (Catino
2019; Paoli 2020; Reuter and Paoli 2020).

The other type of definition focuses on activities. Several characteriza-
tions from the 1960s posit that organized crime groups are illicit enterprises
operating in a market producing goods and services, such as gambling,
loan-sharking, narcotics, and sexual services (Task Force on Organized
Crime1967, p. 1; Smith 1975, 1978;Edwards andGill 2002).More recently,
Campana and Varese (2018) proposed a framework that distinguishes
three sets of illegal activities—production, trade, and governance—each
an investment in a different set of resources. In this view, organized crime
is not simply crime that is organized, but it is an activity that produces
goods and services, including governance (Schelling 1971).1 The organi-
zational form derives from the activity: for instance, in order to govern, a
group must be structured hierarchically with an effective chain of com-
mand, invest in violence resources, and have clear membership bound-
aries. Production of illicit services can, by contrast, be done by small-
scale, market-oriented enterprises with minimal organizational structure
(Reuter 1983).When law enforcement is weak, such enterprises can grow
in size and complexity, just as legitimate counterparts do.

Governance-type organized crime is of particular interest because it
undermines the legitimate order. Traditional mafias—Cosa Nostra, the
‘Ndrangheta, the Italian Americanmafia, the Russianmafia, the Japanese
yakuza, and the Hong Kong triads—are forms of governance-type orga-
nized crime (Varese 2018b; Paoli 2020). Historical clans and federations
of the Neapolitan camorra also qualify (Campana 2011b).2 Groups that
normally are classified as gangs, such as Mara Salvatrucha, Latin Kings,
and Barrio 18, have also shown an ability to govern both inside and out-
side prisons. They have expanded across theUnited States and to Central
America (Arana 2005; Cruz 2010), making them a good test for theories
of transplantation. The ability to govern in the territory of origin is a
1 Such a perspective excludes some crimes, such as organized theft, sexual harassment,
and frauds from the definition of organized crime. For a fuller discussion of these issues,
see Varese (2010) and Campana and Varese (2018).

2 Traditional mafias have developed norms of behavior that are shared across “families.”
Thesemafias havememorable initiation ceremonies, similar hierarchical structures, and internal
rules, including rules about sex, family life, and relationships amongmembers andwith outsiders.
These mafias are, in effect, a collection of fairly independent gangs controlling a territory and
subscribing to the same rules of behavior. They might fight with each other, but they belong
to the same structure. For a fuller discussion of their organizational features, see Catino (2020).
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matter of a degree, and to some extent criminal governance coexists with
other governance-type institutions. For instance, a group may be able to
regulate and control the unlawful distribution only of a given commodity
or service, or it may be able to supply protection across severalmarkets, as
in the case of traditional mafias (Varese 2010). A recent study by Gordon
(2020) onMedellín, Colombia, points to the dynamics of such coexistence.

One implication of this perspective is that governance-type organized
crime shares key features with states. Some hybrids exist, such as insur-
gencies and paramilitary groups. Paramilitary groups in Northern Ire-
land, Indonesia, Colombia, and Myanmar controlled territories and dis-
pensed highly imperfect forms of justice, while forcing people to pay taxes
and protecting illegal trades (Rueda 2009; Peña 2014; Varese 2018b,
pp. 182, 260). Insurgent groups can be conceptualized as lying on a con-
tinuum between governance-type organized crime and states. Yet they
also differ. Mafias differ from insurgencies and states insofar as “the set
of collective actionmechanisms that constrains institutions of governance
and makes them accountable to the people” are different (Varese 2010,
p. 20). In other words, they are not run as a democracy in which citizens
elect their leaders or as a liberal state in which citizens have rights and
can appeal to laws that can force the state to reverse its decisions. Such a
perspective opens up fruitful theoretical possibilities to give analytical
meaning to the expression “mafia state,” although this essay is not the place
to pursue such a conceptual study.

I refer to governance-type organized crime, or mafias. My choice to fo-
cus on this particular kind of crime group ismotivated by their significance
but also by analytical and practical considerations. As we expand the object
of study to groups that engage primarily in predatory crime, theft, or just
the sale of illegal goods, the models and potential explanations are bound
to differ significantly from those that might account for mafias.3

By transplantation, I refer to the ability of a mafia group to supply il-
legal governance for a substantial period of time to a place outside the ter-
ritory of origin (Varese 2004, 2006, 2011b).4 Transplantation implies
that the mafia is able to provide private protection even in the new terri-
tory and not only in the territory of origin. The concept, introduced in
2004, is now widely adopted in the literature. Similar yet arguably less
cogent concepts have also been used. Scholars refer to “stable presence”
3 Yet see below remarks on the possible transition of Mexican drug traffickers from
trade to governance and production activities.

4 I use the term governance in this essay as equivalent to criminal protection (Gambetta
1993).
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(Calderoni et al. 2016, p. 419), “settlement” (Sciarrone and Storti 2014,
p. 45), “colonization” (Forgione 2009, p. 26), “entrenchment” (Armao
2003), and “hard penetration” (Galeotti 2000, p. 38). None of these con-
cepts makes explicit what the group does in the territory in which it is
present.5

Crime groupsmight also acquire goods, laundermoney, and operate in
the legal economy. Trading in goods, some of which may be illegal, is an-
alytically different from selling the right to operate in a given market or
territory.6 Campana (2013, p. 318) has suggested thatmafiasmay diversify
their activities; in the traditional territory, they govern, while abroad they
may buy and sell goods. He calls this “functional diversification,” a term
that has entered the literature on mafia mobility. Varese (2004, 2011a,
2011b) refers to the search for resources and production inputs that are
not available in the territory of origin and need to be bought elsewhere.

“Infiltration” is the expression used by Sciarrone and Storti (2014, p. 45)
for instances in which “only certain features of the mafia organizations”
are present.7 Indicators of infiltration include physical presence of individ-
ual mafiosi, purely predatory behavior, exploitation of investment oppor-
tunities, andmore generally engaging in “series of activities, both legal and
illegal, that are chiefly economic in nature” (Sciarrone and Storti 2014,
p. 54; see also pp. 45, 53). The concept appears to include a range of di-
verse phenomena, some potentially inconsequential, including the simple
presence of amafioso abroadwhomight not be engaged in anything at all.8

As for involvement in economic activities, it is important to spell out
what such involvement entails. Also, it is important to underline that func-
tional diversification differs from the occasional visit abroad. It entails
a tangible intention to establish an outpost abroad for the long term, com-
mitting resources to such a plan (see Campana 2013, p. 317). Ultimately,
the concept of functional diversification expresses that mafia groups might
be present abroad with the aim of buying and selling illegal goods and in-
vesting in the economy, rather than trying to control markets or territories.

Over time, the mafia group might grow in autonomy and eventually
separate from the motherland. Some authors have pointed to this in re-
lation to the separationbetween the ItalianAmericanmafia and the Sicilian
5 Correctly in my view, Sciarrone (1998) criticizes the use of medical metaphors, such as
virus and contagion, to describe to the presence of mafias abroad. See also Spapens (2019).

6 Kleemans (2007, p. 176) refers to trading in illegal goods and services as “transit crime.”
7 Italian investigators have used the expression “soft presence” (Allum 2014, p. 586).
8 This appears to be the case of a man convicted of mafia crimes in Italy in the 1990s,

who fled to the United Kingdom and lived some 20 years in London, where he appears not
to have been involved in any criminal activity (see BBC News 2015).
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Cosa Nostra and to the failed attempt of a Lombardy-based ‘Ndrangheta
group to separate from the Calabria-based organization (Varese 2011b,
2012b).9 The key empirical indicator of separation is whether entry in
one group gives an automatic right to join the other. For instance, in
the case of the Sicilian and Italian American mafias, at some time having
gone through the admission ritual in Sicily ceased to be enough to gain
entry into American families.

Other concepts such as “transnational organized crime,” “power syndi-
cate,” and “enterprise syndicate” are of limited value. As the Soviet Union
ended, transnational organized crime replaced the menace of commu-
nism in some policy circles, argues Woodiwiss (2003). Regardless of the
political agenda that might have motivated the use of this construct in
Western policy-making circles, transnational organized crime lacks firm
analytical grounding.While it is sensible to assume that the term refers to
something (activities or people) that at some point crosses borders, it does
not specify the constitutive element that makes a group transnational.
More specifically, the termdoes not distinguish between instances of gov-
ernance and of trade and, thus, has little analytical power to account for
how mafias operate across territories. It is also unclear why transna-
tionality per se should be singled out.

Block (1983, p. 129) introduced the concepts “power syndicate” and
“enterprise syndicate” in his study of organized crime in New York City.
In his succinct and somewhat elusivewording, the “enterprise syndicate . . .
operates exclusively in the area of illicit enterprises such as prostitution,
gambling, bootlegging, and narcotics.” As for “power syndicate . . . its
forte is extortion not enterprise [and it] operates both in the arena of illicit
enterprises and the industrial world specifically in labor-management
disputes and relations” (p. 129). The conceptual couple has had some in-
fluence in the literature,10 and it may well capture the cases discussed in
Block’s study. On closer inspection, it does not travel as well as other
9 Allum (2014, pp. 595–97) has suggested that separation is never complete, and rela-
tions between the motherland and the outpost are interdependent: activities in foreign
countries often relate to the homeland and vice versa (she calls it functional mobility).
Sciarrone and Storti (2014, p. 47) introduce the concept of hybridization: “A criminal
group . . . maintains affinities with the original group but cannot be considered as a direct
outgrowth, as it gradually distances itself by adopting an independent model of action and
organization.” The word hybrid may be misleading, as ultimately the two groups separate
and become distinct entities.

10 This was especially marked in Italy (see, e.g., Catanzaro 1994; Lupo 1996; Balsamo
2006; Asmundo 2011; Sciarrone and Dagnes 2014). For critical discussions of use of the
concept, see Santino (2006, pp. 126–28) and Parini (2008).
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concepts, such as governance-type organized crime. With “enterprise”
it would have been helpful to specify whether the catchall phrase “operates
in amarket” refers to trading, production activities, or both. Block appears
to exclude the possibility that such groups engage in extortion, yet a crime
group might well extort illicit businesses. In addition, it has long been es-
tablished that mafias do not simply engage in extortion but provide forms
of governance and criminal protection and are involved in activities well
beyond “labor-management disputes and relations” (Varese 2014).

Governance is provided in illegal markets. For instance, US mafia
groups ensured that promises between owners of speakeasies and sellers
of alcohol were kept in what were known as curb exchanges, places where
market actorsmet and themafia acted as a governing authority (Critchley
2009, pp. 154–57). To describe this phenomenon, one might say that a
“power syndicate” operated in an illegal market but that its forte was pro-
tection. Ultimately, the distinction between power and enterprise appears
to mirror the distinction between “governance” and “trade,” but the con-
cept pair lacks analytical clarity.
II. Two Views on Transplantation
Does transplantation ever occur? Until recently, two views have been
prominent. I call them Free Movement and No Movement.11 The Free
Movement view sees mafia presence abroad as easily achieved and ubiq-
uitous, while theNoMovement view ignores the limited number of cases
in which transplantation has taken place.

A. Free Movement
This position suggests that organized crime migrates easily, because

of the spread of globalization and population migration, and that crim-
inal multinational corporations are increasingly unattached to a specific
territory. This view is mainly associated with the work of Sterling (1990,
1995), Shelley (1999, 2006, 2019), Castells (2000), Williams (2001), and
Naim (2010) and has been influential among policy makers (e.g., United
Nations 1994; UNODC 2010). “Crime groups on all continents try to
globalize their activities for many of the same reasons as their legitimate
counterparts. They seek to exploit valuable international markets,” writes
11 I have several times outlined these two views, in particular in Varese (2011b, pp. 3, 13–
14, 15). I draw on that publication here (see also Varese 2006).
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Shelley, director of the Terrorism, Transnational Crime, and Corruption
Center at George Mason University (2019, p. 226). Such groups “estab-
lish branches around the world to take advantage of attractive labour
or raw material markets” (Shelley 2006, p. 43). For Williams, organized
crime now “can migrate easily” (2001, p. 71). Castells lists a number of
locales where (he posits) well-known mafias have opened outposts, such
as Germany for the Sicilian mafia, Galicia for Colombian cartels, and the
Netherlands for Chinese triads (2000, p. 201). These and other authors
go further to argue that the notions of territorial entrenchment and con-
trol are becoming obsolete for a “Global Crime Inc.” that “transcends
the sovereignty that organizes the modern state system” (Shelley, Pica-
relli, and Corpora 2003, p. 145). Factors often cited to explain the glob-
alization of criminal activities and the geographic expansion of criminal
firms include technological innovation in communications and transpor-
tation along with disappearing language barriers (Castells 2000, p. 168;
Barak 2001; Shelley 2006, 2019).

Police, judicial authorities, and press reports appear to adopt this view
when they write that, for example, the Russian mafia is active in at least
26 foreign countries or that the Calabrese ‘Ndrangheta is present in more
than 20 (Varese 2011b, pp. 13, 34). After sixmenwere killed outside an Ital-
ian restaurant in Duisburg, Germany, in 2007, the Italian Parliamentary
Antimafia Commission published a report that claimed that the ‘Ndrang-
heta is a “fluid mafia organization” able to “spread all over the world” fol-
lowing an explicit strategy of criminal colonization (cited in Campana
2011a, p. 208). The former chairman of the Italian Parliamentary Anti-
mafiaCommission, in a best-selling book aptly titled Mafia Export, argued
that bosses intentionally colonize key criminal hubs around the world
(Forgione 2009, p. 26). Morselli, Turcotte, and Tenti (2011, p. 166) sum-
marize this viewpoint as follows: “Popular and mainstream depictions of
organized crime generally perceive participants to be strategic (or inten-
tional) in their actions.More often, such claims are preceded by the prem-
ise that mobility is an effortless task for any group or organization.”

B. No Movement
A second view postulates that mafias are closely connected to their

territory of origin and rely on a set of network relationships that cannot
be reproduced in new settings. Ethnographies of the Sicilian and Italian
Americanmafias published in the 1970s argue that the Cosa Nostra in the



How Mafias Migrate 299
United States emerged because of homegrown conditions, rather than
being an Italian export (Ianni 1972; Hess 1973; Blok 1974). In doing so,
proponents of this view emphasize the local nature of mafia power. Blok
(1974, p. 226)writes thatmafiosi’s “power domains are locally phrased and
it is precisely their control over a distinct locality that enables them to in-
fluence higher levels of society as power brokers.”When they move to an
alien environment, “mafiosi have their wings clipped” (p. 226). Similarly,
Ianni writes that “the variousMafie in Sicily are engraved on the daily life
of the communities in which they live, and they are not for export” (1972,
p. 47). The notion that a grand council or central mafia organ sent an ad-
vance party to seek new territory across the Atlantic, setting up branch
offices in the New World, “is patently absurd” (p. 48).

Writing in the eighties, Peter Reuter underlined the local nature of
crime groups. In reference to illegal enterprises specializing in the provi-
sion of marijuana and bookmaking services in the United States, Reuter
concluded that such groups are “local in scope.” In other words, they do
“not include branches inmore than onemetropolitan area” (Reuter 1985,
p. 21). Gambetta (1993), in his study of the Sicilianmafia, writes that “not
only did the [Sicilian] mafia grow mainly in western Sicily, but, with the
exception of Catania, it has remained there to this very day.”More gen-
erally, the mafia, he adds, “is a difficult industry to export. Not unlike
mining, it is heavily dependent on the local environment” (pp. 249, 251).

Similarly, Chu (2000) argues that “Hong Kong triads are localized and
they are not international illegal entrepreneurs whose wealth and connec-
tions may enable them tomigrate toWestern countries.”AlthoughHong
Kong triads might be involved in international crime, observes Chu, they
“are not likely to be the key organisers” (p. 130; see also Finckenauer and
Chin 2006, p. 23). Hill reports that the yakuza never “managed to extend
their core protective role beyond a native Japanese market” (Hill 2002,
p. 53; 2004, p. 112).Weenink and van der Laan (2007) downplay the pres-
ence of the Russian mafia in the Netherlands.

Reuter (1985) offered several important theoretical insights into why
crimegroups, includingmafias, routinely fail to expand.Applyingkeyfind-
ings from the theory of industrial organization and especially principal-agent
models developed in the 1970s in economics (Williamson 1975; Hay and
Morris 1979), Reuter noted that distance makes it harder to monitor an
employee and ensure that the agent works efficiently and honestly. The
agent can misappropriate both tangible and organizational capital from
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the enterprise by embezzling it and engage in activities not sanctioned
by the principal, thereby attracting police attention and endangering the
entire organization. In order to escape punishment, the agent might even
inform on the bosses back home (Reuter 1985, pp. 21–22). The collection
of reliable information on what people do is a vital part of a mafioso’s job,
but they are likely to find it hard to come by this information in an unfa-
miliar territory in which they cannot rely on extensive networks of friends
and accomplices.

Furthermore, Reuter argued, agents and bosses need to be in touch
frequently, thus increasing communication traffic between the two terri-
tories. Since face-to-face meetings would be the exception rather than
the rule, the likelihood that the police might intercept such communica-
tion increases with distance. Finally, reputation is a crucial asset for ma-
fiosi to carry out their jobs. The greater one’s reputation for the ability to
wield violence is, the less one needs to use it, since victims comply more
readily. Reuter wrote that investments in violence, which yield a reputa-
tion for being able to deliver on threats, have a higher return when the
criminal has contacts, through a continuous chain of other persons, with
at least one witness to the violent act. It is more likely that such a chain is
broken with distance (Reuter 1985, pp. 21–22, 33). Along similar lines,
Gambetta maintained that a reputation for effective violence depends
on long-term relationships, cemented within independent networks of
kinship, friendship, and ethnicity. It is impossible to reproduce such net-
works in a new setting (Gambetta 1993, pp. 249–51).
C. The Two Views Reassessed
Studies that endorse the Free Movement view normally suffer from

three related problems. First, they do not clearly define the object of
study. In the same sweep, they consider crooked oligarchs engaged in tax
evasion, illicit businesses, drug cartels, traditional mafias, and even pirates.
Second, they do not offer a precise definition of the dependent variable. In
other words, they do not specify what the group is doing in the new terri-
tory. Often individuals found abroad are taken as evidence that the group
hasmoved.Third, their sources tend to be superficial, including newspaper
stories and official reports, rather than in-depth case studies or large-scale
quantitative analyses. In sum, it is hard to evaluate these claims. Yet the per-
spective they present needs to be taken seriously, as it has greatly influ-
enced policy makers and reflects the broader debate on the nature and
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consequences of globalization, and is consistentwith the viewsofwriterswho
emphasize the deterritorialization of economic power (e.g., Albrow 1996;
Bauman 1998; Beck 1999).

The NoMovement view is empirically clear and theoretically elegant.
Yet there are various reasons to doubt it. Some evidence exists that, under
certain conditions, governance-type organized crime groups are capable
of operating in distant territories. In his memoirs, Catania mafia boss
Antonio Calderone reminisced that, during his time, there were two rec-
ognized branches of Sicilian mafia families in central and northern Italy.
Another family operated for a while in Tunis, its existence having been
recorded since at least the 1930s. “At the time,”wrote Calderone, “Tunis
was a haven formanymafiosi fleeing Fascism. . . . [There] they had formed
a regular family with a representative” (Arlacchi 1993, p. 28; Gambetta
1993, pp. 251, 314).12 Melchiorre Allegra, a doctor who admitted to be-
longing to the Sicilian mafia, told authorities in 1937 that the organiza-
tion had powerful extensions in Tunisia, North America, and Marseilles
(Allegra 1962). Sicilianmafiosi operated in theUnited States, to the point
that an organization resembling the Sicilian mafia emerged in some
North American cities. Officially sanctioned outposts of the ‘Ndrangheta
are present in several regions in Northern Italy, such as Piedmont (n p
11), Lombardy (n p 20), and Emilia-Romagna, where initiation rituals
are performed and a degree of control over crucial markets has been ob-
served (Varese 2006; dalla Chiesa and Panzarasa 2012; Ciccarello 2014;
Sciarrone and Dagnes 2014; dalla Chiesa and Cabras 2019).13

Italian mafiosi appear to be operating outside the country as well. In
1992, 70 Italianmafiosi were serving time in French prisons, 62 camorristi
were in prison in Spain in 2009, and in 2017 theGerman Police identified
17 “predominantly Italian” organized crime groups active in Germany
(Bundeskriminalamt 2017). The ‘Ndrangheta has been found to have a
stable presence in Germany, Canada, and Australia (Gratteri and Nicaso
2009, pp. 233–51; Sergi 2015; Calderoni et al. 2016).

Moving beyond Italian groups, at least 30 Taiwanese gangsters lived
and worked in Phnom Penh, including the leader of Taiwan Bamboo
12 The presence of the Sicilian mafia has also been documented in Genoa, Liguria, and
Northern Italy (La Spina 2013; see also Scaglione and Sciarrone 2014).

13 The exact number of officially recognized outposts in Emilia-Romagna has not yet
been established by investigations. Yet, see Pignedoli (2016) and dalla Chiesa and Cabras
(2019) concerning Reggio Emilia.
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United, a major triad group (Chin 2003, p. 200). According to reports, a
triad boss, Lao Da, was “the main organized crime figure in Vladivostok”
(Lintner 2004, p. 93). Xiangu Du, a Chinese national, led a gang in the
Russian city of Khabarovsk for four years (1997–2001; He 2003, pp. 201–
3). Latino gangs originating from Los Angeles are firmly established
inCentral America (Arana 2005;Cruz 2010;Varese 2011b, p. 191).While
the exact nature of their activities and the extent of their presence need
to be scrutinized, it seems clear that we are faced with a phenomenon that
cannot be dismissed theoretically, and it requires empirical study.

TheNoMovement viewhas also been challenged theoretically (Varese
2011b, pp. 25–27). First, the reputation for being a menacing criminal or-
ganization can travel, thanks to well-meaning newspaper investigations,
popular culture, and the media. Even movies and TV series might help
advertise a foreign mafia (Varese 2018b, pp. 137–57). Colombian cartels
quickly became known in the United States for their ruthless methods
(Reuter 1995). Members of Los Angeles Latino gangs were easily recog-
nized by their tattoos in El Salvador and Guatemala (Cruz 2010, p. 386).
While it takes a long time for amafia group to collect reliable information,
it is plausible that a number of years suffices to create a network of infor-
mants. In addition, the information to be collected need not be about
complex transactions or numerous locales. It might well be about a local
market in the new territory. To the extent that a mafia can count on mi-
gration networks in the new locale, some information will be easier to
come by. Significant economic investments in the new territory by asso-
ciates of the incoming mafia can also be a conduit for data gathering. In
sum, the collection of information in the new place is not an insurmount-
able obstacle to transplantation, only a challenge. Finally, it is plausible
that agents abroad are harder to monitor.

Yet the hard-to-monitor argument hinges on the assumption that a
mafia group is akin to a standard, fully integrated firm. Each mafia fam-
ily shares norms of behavior and rituals with other families but otherwise
has great autonomy in conducting criminal activities. The motherland can
devise a simple mechanism to benefit from the outpost, for instance, by
asking for a fixed payment every year.Members abroad are not employees
of the original organization but instead operate a franchise and may pay a
regular fee or offer some other benefits in return for the seal of approval
from the motherland. There is evidence that ‘Ndrangheta outposts offer
tokens of appreciation to the motherland. According to Catanzaro Chief
Prosecutor Nicola Gratteri, the outpost “makes offers, sends a thought
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[meaning a financial payment]” to the coffers of the head of the organi-
zation (pers. comm., January 17, 2020).

In sum, there are empirical and theoretical reasons to justify social sci-
ence studies of mafia transplantation (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994).
The design of such research projects must imply variation in the depen-
dent variable, which can take three values: the mafia group might be able
to transplant itself, it might fail to do so, or it might engage in activities
that differ from what it does in its territory of origin (functional diversi-
fication). It would be naive and ultimately wrong to assume that trans-
plantation always occurs whenever it is attempted, although some critics
seem to think so. The challenge is to pinpoint the conditions under which
it is more likely for each of the three scenarios to occur.
III. Mechanisms of Mafia Transplantation, Functional
Diversification, and Separation

In this section, I outline the main hypotheses on transplantation, func-
tional diversification, and separation that have advanced, starting with
transplantation.14
A. Transplantation
A number of factors have been identified that facilitate transplantation

to new territories. They can be divided into two categories: supply and
local conditions that generate a demand for mafia services. These dimen-
sions should be analyzed separately. The circumstances that bring mafi-
osi (the supply) to a new territory, such as generalized migration and ma-
fia migration, differ from local conditions in which organized criminals
operate. Their presence may satisfy a local demand for criminal gover-
nance, such as the levels of trust and civic engagement, the presence of
local protectors, and the presence or absence of new or expanding mar-
kets. Some local structural features, such the size of the new locale, might
make transplantation easier.

1. Supply. Supply can be generated intentionally or unintentionally.
Some mafiosi may decide to leave their home territory following a delib-
erate strategy. The strategic, intentional reasons leading a mafioso to
14 For this section, I draw and expand on Varese (2011b, pp. 16–27).
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move away may include a search for resources. A legal firm may open a
branch abroad in order to acquire workforce, knowledge, the ability to
produce innovation, or organizational resources (Zaheer and Manrakhan
2001, p. 670). Somight amafia.The resources soughtmight includework-
force, weapons, hiding places, cameras, bugs, fake passports, and bank
accounts. Moving may be a safer and less expensive way to obtain these
assets.

Alternatively, the mafia group might want to invest the proceeds of
their main activities in other countries. Investments by criminal groups
are hidden, done informally through fronts, and often in cash.When dis-
putes arise, resorting to the judicial system is not an option. Furthermore,
money laundering and investments in the official economy can involve
multiple transactions between agents of the criminal group and entre-
preneurs in foreign and inhospitable countries. Businesses can fail, but
bosses at home have noway to verify why failures occur. This offers amo-
tivation to send representatives abroad. Finally, a mafia may (as implied
by the Free Movement view) decide to expand to a new market or terri-
tory if it perceives an absence of local competitors and a good chance of
recovering the huge costs involved.

Members of governance-type organized crime groups may be abroad
unintentionally. People migrate to look for better living conditions. Ev-
ery population contains a percentage of criminals, so the larger the num-
ber of emigrants, the greater the number of criminals who will enter a
new territory. Migration from areas where the percentage of members
of governance-type organized crime groups is high makes their trans-
plantation more likely. People migrate to escape wars and natural calam-
ities. Criminals, including those belonging to amafia, may similarlymove
to a new territory to avoid being killed in local crime feuds or to avoid
arrest by the police. Paradoxically, the more effective police repression
is in a high-density mafia territory, the greater the numbers of members
who are likely to try to run away. The supply abroad of governance-type
organized crime members can thus be the product of intentional
decisions or of pressures to relocate. Of course, they would choose where
to move, a decision often influenced by the well-known phenomenon of
chain migration (MacDonald andMacDonald 1964; Varese 2011b, p. 8).

2. Local Conditions. Oncemafiosi are in a new region, what conditions
might allow them to transplant? Robert Putnam, in a ground-breaking
study of Italian regional governments, suggested that the level of gener-
alized trust (among people unknown to each other) in the new area could
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explain the extent to which mafias become rooted: the lower the level of
trust among citizens, the less likely that civil society will be able to orga-
nize itself to counter the presence of a mafia group (Putnam 1993). Gam-
betta (1993) posited that the lower the level of trust among those who
break the law, the greater the demand will be for protection services. By
guaranteeing pacts and promises, the mafia can facilitate exchanges be-
tween criminals who do not trust each other. This implies that mafias are
more likely to transplant successfully into places characterized by low lev-
els of trust among both those who respect the law and those who break it.

A demand for criminal governance, the main activity of mafias, may
help explain successful transplantation. Such a demand could emerge from
sudden development or from rapid expansion of new markets that are not
effectively regulated by legitimate authorities.When local authorities can-
not define and protect property rights, a need for alternative sources of
protection emerges. The less effectively the state can protect its citizens
and resolve economic and commercial disputes in legal markets, the greater
the search for alternative sources of protection will be. This arises from
the state’s inability to enforce promises and deals. A second type of de-
mand for protection emerges when legitimate entrepreneurs, dealing in
legal commodities, decide to try to sell goods unlawfully, eliminate com-
petition, or organize cartel agreements.

The existence of large illegal markets generates a demand for regula-
tion and protection that cannot be satisfied by official institutions. The
mafia can control access to sectors of the economy, offer dispute resolu-
tion and protection services, enforce cartel agreements, and reduce com-
petition, thereby penetrating the fabric of the local economy and soci-
ety. These opportunities are easy to grasp when a supply of individuals
trained in the use of violence is present. Such a demand can facilitate both
the birth of local groups and the migration of existing ones.

Construction is an economic sector that provides incentives to create
cartel agreements: companies compete in a local context, and barriers to
entry are relatively low (Reuter 1987; Gambetta and Reuter 1995). Illegal
pacts in the construction industry are often formed without mafia in-
volvement when a small number of operators decide to collude and carve
upmarket shares.When themarket suddenly expands, however, enforcing
cartel agreements and excluding new competitors becomes more difficult
without the threat or use of violence.

Companies must, however, compete on the same turf for a gang to ex-
ercise effective action. Export-oriented economies, for example, generate
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less demand for criminal protection: themafia cannot help exporters pen-
etrate distant markets by putting pressure on another local entrepreneur
who exports to a different part of the world.

Other structural features of a new territory, such as its size, can affect
the probability of success of transplantation. All else being equal, the
smaller the territory or market, the easier it is to control. It is simpler
to govern a construction sector with 30 companies than one with 300. If
themafia tries to infiltrate politics, it will have less difficulty in a small elec-
toral district.More votes are needed to influence the election of amayor in
a big city than in a small town. In places where a criminal group or corrupt
government officials already provide protection and are entrenched, mafia
members from outside will struggle to supplant them.

Other conditions being equal, large electoral districts, large markets,
and export-oriented economies make the provision of mafia protection,
and therefore transplantation, more difficult. The absence of local pro-
tectorsmakes transplantation easier. Figure 1 summarizes the hypotheses
outlined above. Each is in need of empirical testing and highly unlikely to
work in isolation.

B. Functional Diversification
Much less work has been done on factors that might predict functional

diversification. For this to occur, a supply of mafiosi in the new territory
FIG. 1.—Hypotheses for mafia transplantation. Supply of mafiosi is generalized migration and
mafiosi migration (intentional/nonintentional). DCG p demand for criminal governance.
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is again a background condition that could result from either intentional
decisions or forced relocations. Mafiosi might be attracted to a locality to
buy certain goods. Equally they might be there as part of a migration
trend or to escape turf wars or the police.

Intentional decisions to move might be common, but functional diver-
sification depends not on occasional trips but on establishment of a per-
manent base. Although counterintuitive, unplannedpresencemaybe com-
mon. A second structural factor is the size of the locale. Commodities such
as drugs are more likely to be traded in hubs, such as ports, and in large
cities than in small towns. For functional diversification, the local market
structure should not matter. All that matters is that trading can occur in a
relatively secure, anonymous setting, and mafiosi can bring cash in and
take goods away. A degree of deregulation of financial markets should also
facilitate functional diversification. Moro and Villa (2017, p. 49) suggest
thatmarkets with low entry barriers and a prevalence of small andmedium
firms with limited access to credit will offer more money laundering op-
portunities to mafiosi who have access to capital and liquidity. Figure 2
summarizes the key hypotheses.

C. Separation
Campana (2013, p. 318) suggests that a foreign outpost involved in ac-

quiring goods and services ismore dependent on themotherland than are
groups that succeed in transplanting themselves. Thus, we should expect
that separation is more likely for groups that have successfully trans-
planted than for those that developed along the lines of functional
FIG. 2.—Hypotheses for mafia functional diversification. Supply of mafiosi is generalized mi-
gration and mafiosi migration (intentional/nonintentional).
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diversification. Additional hypotheses can be suggested. First, for success-
ful separation, the new brand name must be easily recognizable. It might
be the same as the original “firm” or something new that resonates with
victims. Second, the breakaway outpost must have accumulated enough
wealth and influence that it need not fear retaliation from themotherland.
In this case, the breakaway unit need not ask permission to use the original
brand name. Separation might also occur when the motherland wants to
assert greater control over the outpost than its members want, such as
imposing deeply disliked bosses or insisting on actions contrary to the in-
terest of the outpost. Finally, separation may result from expulsion (see
fig. 3).

Mafia presence in territories far from where the group originated
should be viewed as dynamic. Over time, local conditions may dictate a
transition from functional diversification to transplantation (Campana
and Varese 2018). Mafiosi away from their home territory might start
buying goods and involve themselves in money laundering. Eventually
they may be able to exploit opportunities to govern local markets such
as construction or drugs. However, the difficulties confronting such a
transition should not be underestimated. More is required than the pres-
ence of mafiosi and investments in the local economy. The more effi-
cient the criminal justice system, the larger the territory, and the greater
the presence of local protectors all make the shift from, say, buying drugs
to transplantation more difficult.
IV. Empirical Tests: Transplantation
Efforts have been made to test the mechanisms that account for mafia
transplantation. Key findings are that the presence of mafiosi abroad
appears invariably to be an unintended consequence of other decisions
FIG. 3.—Hypotheses for mafia separation
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rather than the product of rational choices to open distant outposts; that
significant migration from the home country at some time is necessary
but not sufficient for transplantation; that high levels of trust in the new
territory do not prevent transplantation; and that dynamics in the local
economy, such as a thriving but badly regulated construction market and
a small territory, can be decisive.
A. Generalized Migration
In Varese (2011b), I presented a series of systematic comparisons be-

tween cases that share some similarities but differ as to whether trans-
plantation occurred: the movement of ‘Ndrangheta to two towns in
Northern Italy, Bardonecchia and Verona; the movement of members
of the Russian mafia to Rome and Budapest; and the movement of Cosa
Nostra to New York City and Rosario, Argentina. The cases were se-
lected because members of the same mafias of origin attempted to move
to territories that shared some theoretically relevant features (naturally, it
is next to impossible to find cases that share all features except one in nat-
urally occurring settings; Varese 2019). Migration by itself did not result
in transplantation. Similar levels of migration from high-density mafia
areas to New York City and Rosario and to cities in central and northern
Italy did not invariably lead to long-term mafia entrenchment. A mafia
group can satisfy a demand for criminal protection only when migration
is combined with the inability of public institutions to govern economic
change. Migration from the south to the central Italian region of Tus-
cany was also substantial (Sciarrone andDagnes 2014, p. 60), yet no mafia
emerged.

Is migration a necessary condition for transplantation? Italian mafia
groups appear to exist in places such as Spain that experienced no signif-
icant migration from Southern Italy (Sciarrone and Storti 2014, p. 42).
Arguably the Italians in Spain are engaged in a process of functional di-
versification (Allum 2014). However, Sergi (2015) presents data on mi-
gration from Calabria to Australia where the ‘Ndrangheta, she argues,
was able to transplant. Ingrascì (2015, p. 45) notes that organized groups
from the Republic of Georgia have been active in the city of Bari, where
the largest Georgian immigrant community in Italy lives (see also Varese
2018b, p. 70). Significant migration from the home country at some point
appears to be necessary but not sufficient for transplantation but is not a
condition for functional diversification.
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The “policy of forced resettlement” (soggiorno obbligato) may have influ-
enced transplantation in Italy; people convicted of mafia crimes were re-
quired to reside outside their home regions. Forced resettlement, started
in 1956, was premised on the assumptions that organized crime was a
product of backward societies and that mafiosi, far from home and im-
mersed in the culture of the northern regions, respectful of the law and
marked by a strong civic sense, would abandon their old habits. However
misconceived, soggiorno obbligato cannot be held responsible for successful
transplantation. The ‘Ndrangheta was able to transplant in Bardonec-
chia, in the province of Turin, but failed in other provinces of Piedmont
that had received comparable or higher numbers of people sentenced to
forced resettlement. The presence of incomingmafiosi does not necessarily
lead to long-term transplantation (Varese 2011b).

Sciarrone and Dagnes (2014, pp. 55–56) evaluated the effects of mi-
gration and forced resettlement onmafia presence inNorthern Italy. They
found a correlation between mafia groups involved in extortion (“power
syndicate”) andbothmigration from the southernmafia regions and forced
resettlement in the north. They emphasize, however, that they do not posit
mechanical links among migration, forced resettlement, and mafia.

B. Mafiosi’s Presence: Unintentional
Varese (2011b) was the first published study to focus explicitly on the

mechanisms of mafia mobility. In all the cases discussed, mafia members
found themselves “abroad” unintentionally. They needed to move be-
cause of a court order, law enforcement pressures, or a mafia war. They
were not implementing rational long-term strategies to colonize newmar-
kets or obtain new products. Their presence in a faraway territory might
appear to be a product of globalization, but the primary explanations are
state law enforcement pressures, which export the problems to other
countries, and internal feuds within mafia organizations. Unlike what
might be expected from the Free Movement perspective, I did not find
that mafiosi left their territories and opened outposts abroad in order
to obtain resources such as labor, intelligence, and specialized equipment.

Other scholars have also concluded that mafia mobility is uninten-
tional. Ethnographers in the 1970s reported that Sicilian mafiosi ended
up in the United States because of forces beyond their control. Hess
(1973, p. 156) mentioned that, among Sicilian immigrants to the United
States, there were mafia members “flee[ing] from the reach of state
organs” or who had defied family orders and were seeking refuge in
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the United States (p. 157).15 Blok (1974, p. 226) observed that “when not
forced by circumstances, mafiosi have little reason to move.” Allum
(2014) provides an in-depth study of four cases of mobility by members
of the Camorra outside of their groups’ heartland in and around Naples.
They moved to escape either arrests or internal feuds (pp. 587, 588, 590,
table 1). She concluded, “Many camorristi did not want to leave Naples
but were forced to do so. Our findings are similar to those of Varese
[2011b, p. 8]” (p. 593). Kleemans and de Boer (2013) describe several
instances of Italian mafiosi escaping justice and seeking refuge in the
Netherlands.

Arsovska (2014) underscores that hard-core Albanian criminals men-
tioned in 36 US court cases that she analyzed had not moved of their
own volition. Their migrationwas “not a business choice [but] rather a ne-
cessity” (p. 220). Offenders became involved in serious crime after they
reached the United States or were “forced to leave their country of origin
to escape justice, retaliation, or war. In fact, a number of notorious Alba-
nian organized crime figures were pushed to migrate to escape mafia
wars or police repression in their areas of origin” (pp. 220–21). Arsovska
(2015), extracting information from court documents, built a database with
254 offenders and 36 variables. She also interviewed 88 ethnic Albanians,
30 of whom had direct knowledge of organized crime. The more direct
knowledge of organized crime respondents had, the less they supported
the view that Albanian organized crime is exported strategically (p. 166).
No respondent who admitted direct contact with Albanian organized
crime agreed that organized crimemoved strategically to theUnited States
(pp. 166–67, fig. 2).

US Latino gangs known as maras provide another transplantation ex-
ample. In the early 1980s, many Central Americans escaped civil wars
by moving to the United States. Thousands came of age in Los Angeles
(Cruz 2010, p. 384). Some associated with Latino gangs (Vigil 2010),
and police concluded that they were major participants in the 1992 Los
Angeles riots (Arana 2005, p. 100). Starting in 1994, California government
implemented harsh antigang measures, including stiff prison sentences
under the three-strikes law.16 In 1996, the US Congress authorized
15 I describe other instances of future Italian American organized crime bosses fleeing
from Sicily (Varese 2011b, pp. 104–5).

16 Antigang considerations were not the major reason behind passage of the three-
strikes legislation, but it affected gang members (Zimring, Hawkins, and Kamin 2001).
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repatriation to their homecountries of noncitizens and foreign-bornAmer-
icans convicted of crimes and sentenced to a year or more in prison. As a
result, more than 160,000 people were sent back to Central America and
375,000 more returned voluntarily (Cruz 2010, p. 385). Nearly 50,000 in-
dividuals convicted of a variety of crimes were deported to El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Honduras (Rodgers and Baird 2015).17 Many were mem-
bers of Mara Salvatrucha (commonly known as MS-13), Barrio 18 (also
known as 18th Street gang), and Latin Kings. Their presence in Central
America was not the result of a “premeditated and centralised process”
but an unintended consequence of US deportation policy (Arana 2005,
pp. 100–101;Cruz 2010, p. 388). This parallels theflight of Sicilianmafiosi
to the United States to escape Benito Mussolini’s repression of the mafia
beginning in 1925 and led by Prefect Mori (Mori 1933, pp. 151–229).

C. Social Capital/Civicness
Varese (2011b) challenged Putnam (1993) and Gambetta (1993), who

argued that high levels of trust would prevent mafia from establishing a
presence in a new place. I found that a high level of generalized trust
and social capital in the population is not sufficient to prevent transplan-
tation. The experience of the town of Bardonecchia, Piedmont, shows
that high levels of trust are not sufficient to avoid transplantation and that
social capital can remain high despite the existence of amafia cell. Dagnes
et al. (2018, p. 8), in a study of mafia penetration of the construction in-
dustry in three northern Italian regions, also observed that economic
dynamism, high levels of “civicness,” and efficient institutions are not
enough to prevent mafia entrenchment. Moro and Villa (2017) tested the
effects of interregional variability in civicness on mafia activity in Lom-
bardy, a region with high levels of social capital and wealth. Their findings
are consistent with the view that high levels of social capital are not suf-
ficient to prevent mafias’ arrival and entrenchment. They also found that
higher levels of civicness reduced the probability ofmafia presence (p. 54)
but reported that “porous sectors” of the economy, such as construction,
had a greater effect.
17 Some 180,000 Nicaraguan illegal immigrants were allowed to stay in the United
States for political reasons (Rocha 2008). As a consequence, the gang problem in Nica-
ragua is less severe and local gangs (pandillas) survived.
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D. Size of the Locale
I found that, all else being equal, smaller administrative units (and re-

lated markets) make it easier for mafias to influence politics, sell votes,
and establish links with politicians, the press, and even the local priest.
In Bardonecchia, a handful of votes (500, according to the local boss boast-
ing in a phone call) was sufficient to determine local elections under a pro-
portional representation system with party list and preference voting
(Varese 2011b).18 In a case study of a town near Bardonecchia, Ciccarello
(2014, pp. 223, 233–36) reached similar conclusions (see also dalla Chiesa
and Panzarasa 2012). Dagnes et al. (2018) studied three cases ofmafia pen-
etration of the legal economy in small and medium-sized towns and con-
cluded that small sizemattered (p. 8). Sciarrone andDagnes (2014, pp. 55–
56) present preliminary evidence for the entire north of Italy that suggests
that a significant number of places wheremafia groups have been reported
to operate are middle-sized towns with between 10,000 and 50,000 in-
habitants, lending support to the view that mafias find it hard to control
large metropolitan centers.

E. Demand for Criminal Protection in Local Markets
I found (Varese 2004, 2006, 2011b) that a demand for protection that is

not met by the legitimate authorities is present in all cases of successful
transplantation. The availability ofmafiosi and the inability of institutions
to govern the economy were key factors in successful transplantation by
the ‘Ndrangheta in Bardonecchia and by Russian mafias in Hungary.

Not all business sectors are equally attractive to mafiosi. They are
more often found in construction, waste disposal, transport, and catering.
These sectors have low barriers to entry, are not export oriented, and
have low product differentiation. In Bardonecchia, immigrants agreed
to work illegally rather than remain unemployed, forgoing union protec-
tion and, more generally, state protection. Entrepreneurs employed la-
bor illegally and cheaply and also wanted to restrict competition. A sud-
den expansion of the constructionmarket to satisfy a boom in demand for
holiday homes led to the emergence of a demand for protection against
competition. Members of the Mazzaferro ‘Ndrangheta clan who had
been court-ordered to reside in Bardonecchia began to offer privileged
18 I also found (Varese 2011b) that no other mafia group (or state apparatus offering il-
legal protection) was present in the places where transplantation succeeded.



314 Federico Varese
access to this market to some companies and to manage conflicts be-
tween workers and employers.

The centrality of construction is well documented. Dalla Chiesa and
Panzarasa (2012) studied a town outside Milan where a group from
Calabria was heavily involved in construction. Lodetti (2018) showed how
construction and waste removal companies connected to the ‘Ndrangheta
expelled competitors in the province of Mantua in 2002–17. Ciccarello
(2014) showed how expansion of the construction sector in the small town
of Leinì, Piedmont, was exploited by an ‘Ndrangheta group that worked
with the town mayor who in turn benefited from their electoral support.
Sciarrone andDagnes (2014) and Dagnes et al. (2018), in two quantitative
studies, found a relationship between construction and mafia presence in
northern Italy.

More generally, local markets attract organized crime. Calabrese ma-
fiosi governed the fruit and vegetable market in Melbourne, Australia
(Minuti andNicaso 1994; Sergi 2015). In the southern Italian city of Bari,
groups belonging to the Georgian mafia have fought over zones of influ-
ence, leading to a high-profile murder in 2012. Investigations and case
studies found that Georgian businesses (particularly shipping agencies)
in the city paid protection money to Georgian groups to ensure safe pas-
sage for their goods through Greece and eventually the Caucasus (Geor-
gian groups appoint a national coordinator in Italy; Ingrascì 2015, pp. 44–
45; Varese 2018b, pp. 69–94, 102–3).

Moro and Villa (2017) estimated mafia activities in the populous, rich
region of Lombardy, relying on official measures, and constructed a data
set that includes information extracted from court cases. They found that
total economic activity does not predict mafia presence. Rather, specific
features of local markets are correlated to mafia presence. The size of po-
rous economic sectors, such as construction and hospitality, was tightly
linked to the mafia presence. Those sectors have low barriers to entry
and low diversification (pp. 47, 53). The low barriers generate incentives
to close the market through the use of force, as the cases discussed above
illustrate.

In two cases of failed mafia transplantation attempts, the local econo-
mies relied on exports (Varese 2011b): Verona on furniture exports and
Rosario on agricultural exports. There is no benefit from creating cartels
in export-oriented sectors of the economy; producers sell in different
parts of the world. Producer A and producer B, in competition, might be
located at the far ends of the globe. Paradoxically, increased globalization
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weakens mafias’ ability to offer protection to local businesspeople.
Sciarrone and Dagnes (2014, pp. 42, 49–51) found a large negative cor-
relation coefficient, statistically significant at the .01 level, between “power
syndicates” in nontraditional mafia territories (and in Italy as a whole) and
export-oriented local economies.

Piedmont is not a newmarket economy like some countries in Eastern
Europe, but there is an important parallel with the Russian mafia Soln-
tesvskaya’s transplantation in Budapest (Varese 2011b). Institutions cre-
ated in Hungary after the end of the socialist regime were unable to re-
solve economic conflicts quickly and effectively, thus leaving important
sectors of the new market economy without protection, exactly as hap-
pened with the immigrant workers of Bardonecchia. People without ac-
cess to legitimate dispute resolution mechanisms look for nonstate forms
of protection. In both Bardonecchia and Budapest, organized crime group
members from far away were able to organize and offer services, including
dispute resolution and elimination of competitors (Varese 2011b).

Powerful mafia groups emerged in the United States around 1910 as
unintended consequences of police reform and grew thanks to Prohibi-
tion ( Jacobs 2020). Illegal markets such as prostitution, gambling, and
late-night drinking had before then been protected by corrupt politicians
and police officers. When the mayor of New York launched initiatives
against police corruption, illegal markets such as gambling and prostitu-
tion and legal markets such as clothing, garbage collection, and construc-
tion needed new protectors. In some legal markets, existing operators
were happy to turn to an organization able to enforce cartel agreements,
exactly as happened later on a smaller scale in Bardonecchia. It was from
these origins that the Italian American mafia composed of immigrants
from southern Italy evolved (Varese 2011b, pp. 111–20).

When members of Californian Latino gangs arrived in Central Amer-
ica, they found a fertile environment in which to operate. The destination
countries were emerging from bitter civil wars, and populations experi-
enced vast social inequalities and exclusion, in a context of rapid urbani-
zation. The demise of dictatorships and the relative opening up to democ-
racy allowed gangs to grow. By the early 1990s, theMara Salvatrucha and
Barrio 18 chapters (clikas) in Salvador had absorbed the local gangs, each
controlling a specific neighborhood (Cruz 2010, p. 387). Between 2001
and 2006, governments used harsh measures to fight the growing gang
problem, violating human rights and arresting and imprisoning many
gang members.
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The “harsh hand” (mano dura) policy exacerbated the gang problem.
Members in detention centers were housed according to their gang affil-
iation. That allowed members to meet, get to know one another, dissem-
inate information, and coordinate activities. Contrary to the predictions
of the No Movement view, the prison system allowed reputations to
spread and networks to expand. By 2009, the Salvadoran National Civil-
ian Police estimated that 70 percent of extortion committed in the coun-
try was carried out bymaras. A survey conducted in a sample of deprived
neighborhoods in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras reported that
around 20 percent of small businesses paid “protection taxes” (Cruz
2010, pp. 382–83). Cruz reported that “in Guatemala, 28 percent of resi-
dents of poor communities have to pay taxes to gangs; 34 percent in El
Salvador; and 31 percent in Honduras” (p. 383).

Themaras have not been studied using the framework described in this
essay, but they appear to be a case of successful transplantation. It remains
unclear, however, to what extent the Central America gangs communicate
with their US counterparts and seek permission to open branch offices.
Scholars suggest that connections are limited and that there is no single
chain of command, but it is likely that such connections have changed over
time (Rodgers andBaird 2015; Rodgers, pers. comm., July 5, 2019; see also
Ward 2013; for a valuable ethnography on the MS-13, see Martinez
D’aubuisson [2015]).

A number of key findings emerge from studies conducted using differ-
ent data sources and methods. First, mafiosi are likely to be in new terri-
tories for reasons other than conscious decisions to transplant. Typical
motives include evading the reach of the law, escaping internal feuds,
and court decisions. The presence of mafiosi is not by itself sufficient
to predict transplantation. However, mafiosi can become entrenched
when their presence coincides with unregulated expansions in local mar-
kets such as construction or drugs and when local governments are unable
to provide protection.
V. Empirical Tests: Functional Diversification
Several authors have tested aspects of functional diversification. Campana
(2011a, 2011b) studied operations in Aberdeen andAmsterdam of theCa-
morra La Torre clan based inMondragone, near Naples. He disputes the
view that “the La Torre strategically planned to expand their activities
abroad, and they successfully managed to ‘colonise’ new territories.”
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Rather, “the majority of the clan’s affiliates who left Italy were pushed to
do so, mainly because of pressure from the law enforcement agencies.
However, even if they might not have strategically and rationally decided
to leave Italy, it seems that they strategically chose their destination, at
least to some extent” (Campana 2011a, pp. 213–14). Members of the
group knew people in both places and had family members in Scotland.
The decision to move was not strategic even in this instance of functional
diversification, but the choice of where to go was not random.

The La Torre clan was present in three countries, Italy, Scotland, and
the Netherlands, but did not engage in the same activities in each place.
It ran a protection racket in Mondragone, Italy, but did other things in
Scotland and Amsterdam. “In Aberdeen, they set up legal companies in
the food and catering sector (including two restaurants), in the building
sector and in real estate. . . . Amsterdam was a hub devoted to the ‘invest-
ments’ in the illegal economy, mainly drugs and counterfeiting money.
There is no evidence of any protection activity in Aberdeen or Amster-
dam” (Campana 2011a, p. 213). Kleemans and de Boer (2013) note that
Italian mafiosi moved to the Netherlands, where it is relatively easy to
hide, in order to avoid arrest.Once there, they became involved in narcot-
ics, rather than in extortion and racketeering.19 Kleemans and de Boer
suggest thatNeapolitan camorramembers are present in theNetherlands
in order to acquire key resources (arms) for the groups back home.

The case of the Russian mafia group Solntesvskaya operating in Rome
in the mid-1990s is an instance of functional diversification. They left
Russia to avoid an internecine gang war. In Rome they traded in legal
and illegal commodities and laundered money arriving from several Rus-
sian mafia groups. Investments alone did not result in successful long-
term transplantation, as they were unable to identify a demand for pro-
tection (Varese 2004, 2011b, 2012a; see also Ingrascì 2015, pp. 40–43;
Mazzenzana 2017, pp. 191–93).

Some ‘Ndrangheta groups operating in Germany engage in money
laundering through legal businesses, such as pizzerias, restaurants, hotels,
and drug trafficking. This is the pattern of the group considered respon-
sible for the murder of six people in front of a pizzeria in Duisburg,
Germany, on August 15, 2007. Rather than try to governmarkets inGer-
many, the clan was functionally diversifying abroad (Campana 2011a,
19 Gratteri and Nicaso (2009) underscore the importance of the port of Rotterdam as a
key narcotics hub for the ‘Ndrangheta.
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p. 216). Calderoni et al. (2016) showed that some Italian groups have be-
come “entrenched” in Germany, but further work is needed to learn
whether they managed successfully to shift from trading to governing.

Allum’s (2014) study of members of the Neapolitan Camorra (camor-
risti ) in the United Kingdom, Germany, and Spain also found that they
did not reproduce the control of local markets and territory that char-
acterizes their presence in the Naples area. Rather, “they travelled to
buy goods in one country to sell them in another” (p. 589). The camorristi
were abroad to undertake “strategic business activities that relate back to
the territory of origin in Naples” (p. 594). It remains to be seen whether
these individuals moved permanently abroad.

Campana (2013) undertook a quantitative study of the activities of
Italian mafias in Europe, using data presented in Forgione (2009). He
constructed a data set that includes information on crimes committed
in 110 different cities in 22 European Union countries. He found that
the groups made investments in legal businesses in the United Kingdom,
Germany, France, and Austria and were involved in illegal trades, mainly
drug trafficking, in Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, and Belgium, and
in smuggling of counterfeit goods in Eastern Europe. The data are not
sufficiently fine-grained to tease out whether Italian groups were exer-
cising a degree of market control in Europe, but references to protection
emerged in four cities in Germany (Campana 2013, p. 321). As expected,
transplantation is harder to achieve than functional diversification.

Calderoni et al. (2016) extended Campana’s (2013) study by consider-
ing Italian mafias’ presence worldwide, using the analytic technique
multiple correspondence analysis. They systematically coded annual
reports by two Italian antimafia agencies from 1999 to 2012. The anal-
ysis identifies all references in the reports to the Italian mafias in foreign
countries. Data include the mafia involved, the country, and the criminal
market including drugs, money laundering, and “other” illegal activities.
They found that Italian mafias were concentrated in nine countries (the
top three were Spain, Germany, and the Netherlands). The drug trade
was the most important activity; money laundering and investments in
the local economy were less relevant (it is harder to collect information
on money laundering than on drugs). The study does not differentiate
between trading and governing and the official reports are not suffi-
ciently detailed to specify what these mafias were doing, but the authors
were able to distinguish “stable” versus “generic” presence. Canada, Aus-
tralia, and Germany were the countries in which Italian mafias appeared
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to be stably present. In these countries, the ‘Ndrangheta had created
locali (officially recognized outposts), equivalent to those in Italy (for
qualitative evidence, see Gratteri and Nicaso 2009). The authors con-
cluded that “these cases may fall within the concept of transplantation ad-
vanced by Varese [2011b, p. 6]” (Calderoni et al. 2016, p. 427).

The key finding of these studies is that substantial migration from the
home country does not appear to be a necessary condition for the emer-
gence of functional diversification, which is more likely to occur in larger
cities and criminal hubs. This is in marked contrast to transplantation,
which is more likely to succeed in towns and small cities. Several studies
report that mafiosi operating in foreign markets had been forced out of
their home territories, rather than moving to serve as permanent envoys
of home country bosses.
VI. Empirical Tests: Separation
Under what conditions can an outpost separate from the motherland?
Studies of separation are rare. However, one highly significant example
exists: the Italian American mafia. Italian criminal groups with a degree
of organization and a leadership structure have existed in New York City
since at least 1910: the Morello in East Harlem; the Schiro in Brooklyn;
and the D’Aquila, also in Brooklyn. By the late 1920s, two more groups
emerged, led byMasseria and Profaci. These groups were the basis for the
future “five families” of the Italian American mafia. Between 1910 and
1920, there were three routes into these families. The first was previous
membership in a Sicilian cosca, a route that remained open as late as
1925. Would-be members carried a letter from Sicily testifying to their
position in the cosca back home, and any change of family had to be ap-
proved by the boss in Sicily. The second was birth in a Sicilian town
known to be under the sway of the mafia, where Sicilian mafiosi could
vouch for a prospective US member. Third, coming from a well-known
mafia family could ease admittance. Dual membership (Sicilian and US)
was possible.

By the late 1920s, US families were growing in importance in the eyes
of their Sicilian counterparts. For example, when a significant dispute
arose between two Palermo mafia factions in 1928 over how to split a
payment from a company that had obtained a public contract thanks to
the mafia, a US delegation was sent to put an end to the dispute. Around
that time, the US groups were becoming autonomous, ending any
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dependency on the Sicilian homeland. By the end of the “Castellamarese
war” in 1931, dual Sicilian andUSmafia membership was forbidden, and
membership of a Sicilian family was no longer a sufficient qualification to
join aUS family. Importantmafiosi such as Buscetta andCalderonemade
it clear in the postwar period that the two mafias were separate organiza-
tions. When a Sicilian mafioso wanted to join the Montreal family in
1974, he was put on a 5-year probation (Varese 2011b, pp. 120–21; see
also Bonanno 1983; Gambetta 1993; Arlacchi 1996; Critchley 2009; Lupo
2015).

A second case worth discussing is the failed attempt of Lombardy-
based ‘Ndrangheta outposts to separate. Several investigations have shown
that the ‘Ndrangheta families in Lombardy are not a branch of a large
enterprise but autonomous entities that share the same brand name
and follow certain basic rules, including obtaining permission fromCala-
bria to create new outposts and appoint bosses. There are approximately
20 such groups in Lombardy alone; most are allied to a particular family
based in Calabria. Most members were born in Calabria, although some
were born in Lombardy.

Conflicts and misunderstandings between outposts and motherland
have been documented since the 1990s. Tensions erupted whenCarmelo
Novella became the head of the Lombardia, the forum that coordinates
families in Lombardy. In 2007–8,Novella attempted to separate from the
motherland. The plan envisagedminimal forms of coordination, but cre-
ation of new families and appointments would be decided exclusively in
Lombardy. The plan was initially well received by other Lombardy fam-
ilies, but Novella made a crucial mistake. Rather than just promoting
“independence,” he began to interfere in the day-to-day operations
and appointments made by local bosses. Their freedom of operation
was threatened. All concerned eventually agreed that Novella had to be
killed, which happened in July 2008.

The tendency toward the independence of Lombardy did not end
with Novella’s death. At a meeting of Lombardy-based families on Jan-
uary 20, 2009, it was agreed that the outposts must remain cohesive and
interference from the south must be held in check. The new chairman
(who is elected every year, indicating a weak figure) indicated that the
representative from Calabria was simply “bringing us news from Reggio
rather than impos[ing] his laws here” (Varese 2012b, p. xviii). The strict
prohibition on interference in the activities of single families was re-
emphasized at a subsequent meeting on October 31, 2009 (both meetings
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were bugged by police). Ultimately, the ‘Ndrangheta retains a federal
structure, with coordinating forums. Promotions and creation of new
outposts must be approved by the center (Varese 2012b).

A third case of separation involved individuals who were expelled from
the Sicilian mafia at the time of the second mafia war (1981–83) and
formed a breakaway group, known as Stidda (Star). At first, some of these
individuals were members of a losing faction in the Sicilian mafia; others
had been expelled because they married relatives of police officers. The
group has been active in southern and eastern Sicily, away from the
Sicilian mafia strongholds in the northwestern part of the island. This
is not the case of an outpost that lost its official mafia affiliation but sug-
gests that expulsion is another route toward separation. The stiddari’s
territory does not overlap with that of the Sicilian mafia (Savatteri 2015;
Bascietto 2019).

The American Italianmafia experience suggests that sources of income
and relative power matter. As income increasingly originates in the new
territory, incentives to separate become stronger. They are greater if the
new brand name (e.g., “CosaNostra”) achieves enough of a reputation to
be recognized independently of the original brand. The Lombardia case
offers some support for the hypothesis. ‘Ndrangheta groups there are
sufficiently rich and well known to be able to go it alone. Tensions con-
tinue to exist, and a delicate balance has to be found if the center wants to
retain a degree of control over the outposts. Traditional mafias have not
experienced significant instances of separation. This may be due to the
flexible nature of relations between outposts and motherland. Outposts
pursue their own criminal strategies and interests. Incentives to separate
increase onlywhen themotherland interfereswith appointments and cre-
ation of new families.
VII. Research Challenges
In this section, I address selected conceptual, research design, and data
challenges to the study of mafia movements. Functional diversification
raised a conceptual challenge. Examples include a diverse range of activ-
ities including money laundering in financial centers such as London,
creation of shell companies in tax havens such as Panama, and purchase
of illegal commodities such as drugs in transportation hubs like Am-
sterdam and Rotterdam. Functional diversification can also refer to the
production of goods and services far from the motherland. These
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activities are quite different. Factors that might predict one will not nec-
essarily predict others. A way forward is to specify whether the activity
undertaken is production or trading and, within trading, to distinguish
money laundering from other trading activities.

Qualitative studies of transplantation tend to focus on single success-
ful cases, thus selecting on the dependent variable. This is understand-
able and not uncommon in political science and traditional ethnography
(Varese 2020). Single case studies allow scholars to go beyond judicial
data (a common source of evidence in mafia studies) and conduct field
interviews and, ideally, extensive field work of the kind undertaken by
Whyte in his classic Street Cornet Society ([1943]1993). Case study meth-
odology can explore dynamics in depth, identify relevant social mecha-
nisms, and inform the collection of quantitative data (Vaughan 2011).
Abell (2009) has argued that narrative case studies can provide paths of
causal links, without the need to compare or to generalize. The increas-
ingly popular method of process tracing aims to achieve causality through
analytical, temporal description (Bennett and Checkel 2014).

However, case study narratives and process tracing have limitations.
First, even atheoretical case studies must describe events, and any de-
scription necessarily involves collection and selection of evidence. Valid
descriptions need to make selection processes clear. A description can be
accurate and valid but uninteresting and ultimately useless.20 To be use-
ful, it must be oriented toward answering a theoretical question. Explicit
theoretical frameworks are necessary to identify an instance as a case of a
class of events. Finally, it is doubtful that temporal narratives can achieve
causal explanations. The cause of an outcomemay not be an immediately
preceding event. If so, standard methods must be used to establish cau-
sality. In my view, case studies must make selection criteria explicit, in-
cluding why the particular case was selected, and should be oriented to-
ward testing or building a theory (Panebianco 1991, p. 144; Varese 2019).
Choosing cases that appear to deviate fromwhat established theories pre-
dict can be extremely valuable to confirm or challenge established results
(Eckstein 1975; Thomas 2011).

Efforts to understand why an outcome occurs must consider similar
cases in which the outcome of interest did not occur (alternatively, cases
20 Friedman famously observed that it would be descriptively accurate to mention wheat
traders’ eye colors in a model of the wheat market but irrelevant for predicting price
fluctuations (1953, p. 32). Sen (1980) emphasized that description involves selection of
evidence and is informed by theory, even if often the theory is hidden.



How Mafias Migrate 323
that appear to differ inmany respects but shared the same outcome can be
compared). Comparative qualitative historical methodology has been
used extensively in sociology and political science (Mahoney 2004) but
is nearly absent in the study of mafias.21

However, the path to the development of causal statements cannot en-
tirely be solved by adopting this research design. Although controlled ex-
periments in a laboratory allow experimenters to manipulate variables di-
rectly, that is impossible and ethically unacceptable inmany social studies.

How can we then be sure that outcomes do not depend on factors that
are not explicitly accounted for? The best practical solution is to choose
cases that are as similar as possible concerning all variables of interest ex-
cept one but with different outcomes. For instance, among a set of cases
transplantation was sometimes successful, but in one it was not. A second
challenge relates to negative cases in which the outcome did not occur.
How to select such cases? In my work, I follow the possibility principle
proposed by Mahoney and Goertz (2004). I regard cases in which the
outcome of interest was sought but not realized as “negative.” Scholars
who adopt this approach can draw on evidence ofmafia attempts to trans-
plant in court files, newspaper reports, and the memories of observers
and participants.

Quantitative studies also face conceptual and data challenges. One
concerns relations between concepts and indexes. The simpler and ana-
lytically clearer a concept is, and the less cluttered the index, the easier
interpretation of results is likely to be. Sciarrone and Dagnes (2014),
for example, created indexes for “enterprise syndicates” and “power syn-
dicates” that are meant to capture mafia presence in different regions in
Italy. The first index is meant to capture illicit trades (p. 42), but the
indicators include robberies. Robberies are predatory crimes, and it is
hard to see why they should be considered “enterprises.”22

Thepower syndicate index includesofficially recordedmafia-association
crimes, asset seizures, and town councils disbanded because of mafia
presence.23 Asset confiscation is a fundamentally ambivalent indicator.
21 Exceptions include Paoli (2000), Varese (2011b), and Catino (2019).
22 In addition, a robbery committed by a mafia group may be an act of intimidation

against a reluctant extortion victim rather than a simple crime. Qualitative knowledge is
necessary.

23 Official data contain built-in biases: the judiciary may be more active in confiscating
assets and disbanding city administrations in places where the mafia is less powerful, giving
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Confiscation can refer to both functional diversification and transplan-
tation. Investments in movable and immovable assets can occur both
in places where transplantation has occurred and in places in which only
functional diversification is observed.24 That makes data on confiscated
assets difficult to interpret. They should be used with caution and be ac-
companied by analyses of the types of activity of mafia organizations in
each individual territory. More generally, the more indicators included
in the index, the harder it is to interpret the results. Goodmethodological
advice is to use indexes sparingly (Apaza 2009).

A special problem arises in studies of mafia movements in Italy that
use official data on individuals required by courts to move outside their
home territory. These data should include the resettled individuals’
province of origin. Individuals required to move may have resided in
nontraditional mafia territories. Crucially, not all people forced to reset-
tle were found guilty of mafia-related crimes. For instance, only four of
16 individuals forced to resettle in Verona in February 1974 had been
found guilty of mafia-related crimes in the south (Varese 2011b, p. 55;
see, e.g., L’Arena di Verona, February 23, 1974). The data would need to
be cleaned qualitatively. It is also not clear to what extent individuals
had a degree of choice about their final destinations. If defendants were in-
vited to suggest suitable destinations, forced resettlement would not be an
instrumental variable.

Finally, scholars should reflect on the extent to which variables are re-
lated to each other. For instance, migration from southern Italy to Ger-
many could be related to crime opportunities in Germany. If so, the key
assumption of regression is violated. Multivariate models need to include
both migration and economic variables to evaluate the effects of both.
VIII. Emerging Research Agenda and Policy Implications
Mafia transplantation has been more intensively investigated in the past
decade than ever before, but much more needs to be done. Some infor-
mation can improve governments’ efforts to control organized crime in
the impression that the mafia is more active there than elsewhere (see, e.g., Calderoni
2011, p. 58).

24 Calderoni (2011) found that asset confiscations vary significantly with mafia murders,
implying that mafias buy assets in their traditional territories.
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their territories, but greater attention needs to be paid to unintended
consequences.

A. Emerging Research Agenda
A great deal of research has been conducted on mafia movements in

Europe. It would be a significant leap forward if scholars working on
Asian, Latin American, and American mafias joined forces with Euro-
pean colleagues and adopted comparable frameworks. That could shed
light on underexplored subjects such as transitions from trading to gov-
ernance, interplays between local and incoming crime groups, the signif-
icance of a locale’s size, and links between social exclusion, weak and cor-
rupt states, and emergence of extralegal governance.

US-based Latino gangs and Mexican cartels offer important targets of
research opportunity. What are the links, if any, between maras in the
United States and Central America? Some research has been conducted,
but more is needed. Investigative reports suggest that Mexican cartels
have expanded to theUnited States. TheUS JusticeDepartment reported
that Mexican cartels operate in at least 230 American cities, mainly in
California, the Pacific Northwest, and the Eastern US (National Public
Radio 2009). Data for 2011 from the National Drug Intelligence Center
appear to show a significant reach of Mexican cartels, especially the Sina-
loa, in the United States (Guardian 2014). These organizations are sup-
pliers and are said to “have a near-monopoly on the distribution of whole-
sale quantities of drugs in most of the country now” (National Public
Radio 2009). These statements need to be substantiated by academic re-
search, but they suggest a possible transition from trading to governance
in limited illegal markets. Dulin and Patiño (2020), who have studied the
determinants of Mexican cartels’ battles over territories within Mexico,
found that expansion occurs toward municipalities that are “relatively
small in both size and production, with few recorded narcotics offenses”
(p. 332). That suggests thatMexican cartelsmay have become governance-
oriented organized crime groups (see also Locks 2014).

A development in Colombia may shed light on neglected dynamics of
mafia movements motivated by searches for resources and input goods.
Newspaper reports indicate that Mexican cartels are directly engaged
in the production and shipping of drugs in Colombia and no longer wait
for coca to arrive inMexico. The son of “El Chapo”Guzman, head of the
Sinaloa cartel, was inMedellín for somemonths in 2016. According to El
Tiempo (Croda 2018), he opened laboratories for processing coca in the
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Medellín area that are capable of producing up to 100 kilos a week. Sina-
loa cartel operatives have reportedly bought large plots of land in the
ColombianNariño region in which a quarter of illegal production is con-
centrated.25 The Jalisco cartel appears to be operating in Calì, and the
Mexican cartel Zetas appears to be present in the Cauca region and in
the cities of Suárez and Buenos Aires (Colombia). Since 2016, more than
a hundred Mexicans involved in drug trafficking have been arrested in
Colombia. According to Fabián Laurence Cárdenas, Director of the Fed-
eral Police Antinarcotics Unit in Colombia, “the Mexicans are no longer
operating through intermediaries, but want to control production them-
selves. At a certain point they became concerned that quality was no longer
what it used to be, and they lost faith” (Croda 2018).

The dismantling of Pablo Escobar’s organization and the Revolu-
tionary Armed Forces of Colombia—People’s Army’s (FARC) capitula-
tion to the government appear to have enabled outside forces with the
necessary resources and infrastructure to become involved in narcotics
production inColombia.Mexicans appear to have brokered a nonaggres-
sion agreement, the so-called Rifle Pact, between clans inMedellín. This
implies that Mexicans could become regulators of organized crime in
Colombia (Varese 2018a). It is too early to know.More complex dynam-
ics than exist in Europe may result from combinations of production of
illegal goods, incentives to search cross-nationally for input resources,
and the limited regulatory capacities of weak states.

B. Policy Implications
Scholars should be cautious in proposing policy implications of their

work. Some tentative suggestions emerge. First, the distinction between
transplantation and functional diversification is important. Onemay lead
to the other; different strategies are required to fight them.26

Migration appears to be a necessary but not a sufficient condition for
transplantation. However, a large workforce operating outside the rule
of law framework provides opportunities for extralegal forms of gover-
nance. Workers who cannot turn to state-sponsored forms of dispute
25 On June 16, 2018, 16 Mexicans and one Ecuadorian, linked to El Chapo’s organiza-
tion, were arrested in the Nariño region with 1,300 kilos of cocaine destined for Mexico
(Croda 2018).

26 This section draws on Varese (2011a, pp. 230–31).
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settlement might welcome such services, even if they are supplied by
criminals. This should not be allowed to happen. If undocumented mi-
grants are present in considerable numbers, authorities should legalize
their status, thereby bringing them within the fold of state-provided
forms of protection and dispute settlement. Authorities might consider
adopting don’t ask, don’t tell policies concerning the immigration status
of workers, in order to lessen their need for illegal forms of governance.
An effective justice systemwill reduce demand for illegal forms of dispute
resolution.

Some markets are easier to control than others. Firms that want to en-
ter a new sector of the economy must be able to do so without risking re-
taliation from incumbents. Violence is an effective way for incumbents to
reduce competition in sectors such as construction, waste disposal, and
garbage collection that have relatively low barriers to entry. Authorities
should ensure easy entry into markets, thereby increasing competition.
Simple registration norms, easy resort to legal dispute resolution, and an
effective civil law system facilitate easy entry intomarkets and their smooth
functioning. If a sector is already organized as a cartel backed by mafia vi-
olence, authorities should consider establishing their own companies to
break into themarket (see, e.g., Jacobs 1999, pp. 194–96). Such companies
would not be easily scared away by incumbents, since they have direct ac-
cess to police power. Construction especially plays a particular role in the
success ofmafia transplantation and should be tightly regulated and closely
monitored.

The size of a territory matters. All else being equal, it is easier for in-
coming criminals to control small towns than large cities. How can mafia
infiltration in smaller municipalities be prevented? Larger electoral con-
stituencies make it harder to control votes than smaller ones. A party-list
proportional representation system with preference voting, to the
contrary, makes it easier for mafias to gain influence and control than a
first-past-the-post system does. Authorities must recognize the risk of
capture of smaller municipalities and be prepared to disband local coun-
cils if they become corrupted. Because local authorities often have regu-
latory power over key elements of the local economy, especially construc-
tion, and officials oversee the granting of licenses, their exercises of power
must be closely scrutinized. Systems of checks and balances must ensure
that permitting and oversight comply with applicable laws. Outside ex-
perts should be consulted when key permits are granted. Public offices
might be rotated, so that individuals do not serve in a given position for
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a long period. Routine rotation makes it harder for incumbents to forge
long-term ties to individuals who want to influence them.27

Finally, American policies in the 1990s were instrumental to transplan-
tation of Los Angeles maras to Central America. Mass expulsion of gang
members had disastrous consequences: powerful gangs continued to op-
erate in California; emerged in Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras; and
eventually built cross-national albeit loose links. Attempting to get rid of
gangs in one place may simply move the problem elsewhere.

Functional diversification should be contrasted with greater attention
to financial flows and credit markets. Access to credit is difficult and
creates temptations to use illegal sources. Mafias lend money at high in-
terest rates and sometimes use violence to collect. To reduce the spread
of illegal lending, authorities should promote medium and small enter-
prises’ access to credit. Offshore areas within Europe should be abol-
ished, and economic sectors in which untraceable transactions are com-
mon should be monitored closely, since risks of money laundering are
high (Campana 2011a; Shaxson 2012; Calderoni et al. 2016; Bullough
2018). Suspicious business practices, such as opening and closing many
companies in a short period, should also be closely scrutinized. Monitor-
ing and controls on unexplained wealth are crucial. The fight against
functional diversification by mafias within the European Union would
be well served by strengthening mechanisms of international coopera-
tion, including the European Arrest Warrant and EuroJust.28

Some authors (e.g., Allum 2012) and the European Parliament have
recently advocated the introduction throughoutEurope of laws criminaliz-
ing mafia-type association such as exist in Italy. Such laws authorize stiff
sentences for being a member of a mafia group. Laws creating such of-
fenses should be enacted in places in which mafias have been able to
transplant. New provisions in a criminal code are, however, only as effec-
tive as the criminal justice system is effective, transparent, and fair. In
places where corruption or political inference in judicial decision is rife,
enactment of new laws can offer no panaceas and be counterproductive.
27 MaxWeber famously suggested rotation of office to limit abuses of power. See Gerth
and Wright Mills (1970, p. 289).

28 The European Arrest Warrant laws stipulates that extradition can occur swiftly even
if the two countries do not have identical provisions in their criminal laws. On the potential
security implication of the United Kingdom leaving the European Union, see Carrera
et al. (2018).
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Mafia movements across territories is a main theoretical and empirical
subject in organized crime research (von Lampe 2012, 2016; Kleemans
2014). Conceptual clarity is improving only slowly. Three phenomena—
transplantation, functional diversification, and separation—are central.
Mafia transplantation is relatively rare, but it has occurred. Functional
diversification encompasses a wide variety of criminal activities—money
laundering, offshore creation of firms, buying and selling illegal goods
such as drugs and arms, and the production of illegal goods—conducted
by mafias outside their traditional territories. This is the area in greatest
need of empirically sound and conceptually clear research.
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Rossella Selmini

Women in Organized Crime
A B S T R A CT

The involvement of women in organized criminal activities such as street
gangs, mafias, and illegal transnational markets, including human trafficking,
human smuggling, and drug trafficking, is an important but understudied
subject. Gendered studies and feminist theories can improve current knowl-
edge and provide important new insights. They can enhance understanding of
women’s roles, behavior, motivations, and life stories in all forms of organized
crime and challenge traditional and established ideas about victims, perpe-
trators, violence, and agency. Women, in all those settings, occupy both pas-
sive, subordinate roles and more active, powerful ones. However, ideas that
greater emancipation, labor force participation, and formal equality of women
in our time have fundamentally affected women’s involvement in organized
crime have not been validated. Borders between victims and perpetrators are
often blurred. More research is needed on the effects of globalization and
technological change, on the salience of conceptions of masculinity in relation
to organized crime, and on conceptualization of violence in women’s personal
lives and criminal actions.

The gender gap became a key issue in criminology in the second half of
the last century. The gap is that women commit fewer of most kinds of
crimes thanmen do and their offending careers are different, particularly
in relation to violent and more serious crimes (Steffensmeier and Allan
1996; Pitch 2002; Heidensohn and Gelsthorpe 2007, pp. 391–94). The
gap seems even more pronounced in relation to organized crime and
many forms of white-collar crime (Daly 1989).1 That crime and criminal
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organizations are overwhelmingly dominated by men, with women typ-
ically playing mostly minor or auxiliary roles, has long attracted crimino-
logists’ attention (Adler 1975; Simon 1975; Daly 1989; Simpson 1989).

Women are involved in many forms of organized crime: in street gangs,
in mafia organizations, in transnational crime, in adult criminal gangs, and
as mules in drug and human trafficking. A Canadian report, one of the
few at the country level on the presence and roles of women in organized
crime (including some forms of white-collar crime), shows that the num-
ber of women convicted of participating in, committing, or instructing2

some form of organized crime is very low. The majority of women
charged and convicted of being involved in organized crime “participated”;
only one was involved in commission of a crime (Beare 2010). This report,
based on data from 1997 to 2004, seems to confirm the low involvement
of women in organized crime and the auxiliary roles they play.

More recent studies, accepting that women’s involvement is consider-
ably less than men’s, ask new questions and explore new issues. Contem-
porary research onwomen in organized crime tries to understand towhat
extent the apparently substantially lesser involvement of women results
from a lack of research, gendered operation of the criminal justice sys-
tem, or other factors. This includes trying to understand whether women
engage in organized crime for the same or different reasons than men
and, even if women’s involvement is comparatively low, whether and,
if so, why their roles and functions are apparently different.

The emergence of feminist criminology and gender studies was funda-
mental in raising new questions and focusing attention on female delin-
quency and the gender gap in general and in relation to organized crime.
It gave rise to new work that sought to understand why women are
has been blurred by globalization and neoliberalism and that comparable issues concerning
women’s behavior, gender patterns and stereotypes, and concepts of masculinity arise in
both. I consider here only organized criminal activities and groups and leave white-collar
crime for another day.

2 The analysis is based on cases of women charged and convicted under the Canadian
Criminal Code, which defines organized crime thus: “A ‘criminal organization’ means a
group, however organized, that is composed of three or more persons in or outside Canada
and has as one of its main purposes or main activities the facilitation or commission of one
or more serious offences that, if committed, would likely result in the direct or indirect
receipt of a material benefit, including a financial benefit, by the group or by any of the
persons who constitute the group.” There are different levels of involvement: participa-
tion, commission, and instruction.
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traditionally less involved in crime than men and to investigate gendered
features of their criminality and their criminal justice system experiences.

The gendered perspective in analyzing female involvement in orga-
nized crime raises fundamental issues that I explore in this essay. Are
women usually low-level actors, and are they always excluded from lead-
ing roles? Should “leading role” be reconceptualized to take gender dif-
ferences into account? Are women’s roles as offenders and victims ade-
quately differentiated? How do broader social, economic, and cultural
contexts, including the level of female emancipation in a given society,
affect females’ participation in organized crime?

These questions have received diverse answers, as I explain below.
Controversial issues include themeaning of “playing a leading role,” usu-
ally understood to imply use of power and sometimes violence; the signif-
icance of broader processes of emancipation; and the blurring of bound-
aries between active, independent agents and victims.

These controversies relate conceptually to questions about what “lead-
ing roles”means, what “violence” and “victim”mean, and what method-
ologies and information are available to study them. Some studies seem
to look for women who replicate male roles. Others, taking a gender per-
spective, look for specific female qualities and attitudes that should re-
shape conceptualization of what a “leading role” is. Some recent studies
using a gendered perspective, for example, challenge the traditional view
that women seldom play important roles in organized crime or have only
recently become leading figures. Other studies emphasize the need for
more nuanced conceptualization of what being a victim means, and for
reconceptualization of violence.

History and changes over time matter. Dina Siegel (2014) argues that
female participation in organized crime has not suddenly risen. Women
have traditionally been important in these organizations, she says, but
their roles have only recently gained visibility and become a recurring
subject of research. Her and others’ recent cross-national and national
work shows that women in many different countries during the past cen-
tury played visible and leading roles in criminal organizations, including
in violent activities (e.g., Lavin 2003; Smith 2013).

It is often unclear, however, whether these women, sometimes de-
scribed in almost heroic ways, really performed powerful roles in criminal
organizations such as Italian and Russian mafias, Mexican drug cartels,
and Japanese yakuza, and whether they exemplify women acting as in-
dependent agents or whether, despite their apparent independence and
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autonomy, they were controlled by men and subjugated by traditional,
masculine, cultural norms and stereotypes. Varese (2017), who discusses
women who reached higher positions in Italian, Russian, and Japanese
organized crime groups, and others who have studied other organizations
offer more complex and nuanced accounts of women in higher roles (e.g.,
Dino 2007, 2010; Ingrascì 2007b, 2014; Siebert 2007, 2010; Campbell
2008; Fleetwood 2014).

Research methodology and sources of information matter. Statistical
data, in particular relating to arrests and convictions, do not adequately
represent involvement of women in organized crime. However, this is
often the primary or only source of information available, particularly
concerning women involved in organized crime organizations and illegal
markets. A different approach, relying more on qualitative methodolo-
gies, including interviews, document and content analyses, and historical
research, can shed brighter light. Themost interesting contemporary re-
search uses qualitative methods, particularly interviews and life histories,
that seem especially informative for efforts to grasp differences and un-
derstandmotivations. Despite difficulties in getting access to participants
in organized crime organizations, these are probably the best methods
to use in studying female involvement in organized crime and to study
organized crime in general (Rawlinson 2000). Statistical data are not of
much use for answering these questions. Reliance primarily on qualita-
tive methods is more likely to enrich understanding of the complexities
of women’s involvement, the nature of their criminal activities, their links
and relationships with men, and their motivations for joining and leaving
criminal organizations.

In this essay, I explore the literature on women’s involvement in or-
ganized crime and discuss key themes. I first summarize debates about
criminological theories and concepts and how they might be helpful in
understanding female delinquency in general and in organized crime. I em-
phasize the theoretical importance of feminist perspectives and gendered
approaches.

In the next sections, I review the literature and discuss open questions
about the involvement of women in criminal organizations, especially in
street gangs, Italian mafia groups, and some illegal markets. Work con-
cerning illegal markets mostly focuses on women’s roles in human traf-
ficking, smuggling, and drug trafficking. There is of course overlap be-
tween criminal organizations and illegal markets. Women in gangs and
mafia organizations are involved in the same activities they perform in
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illegalmarkets not dominated by those organizations.However, the pres-
ence of women in gangs and mafia groups, differently from the presence
of women in illegal markets, has been the subject of extensive research
that raises important theoretical and empirical issues. It warrants partic-
ular attention. In drawing this distinction, I accept a broader, though
controversial, definition of organized crime that includes criminal activ-
ities performed by groups or networks in a systematic and organized way.
In each section, I address several questions.What are the characteristics of
female involvement?Why do women engage in organized criminal activ-
ities or enter criminal organizations, and how do their criminal careers un-
fold?What makes their participation in illegal markets or criminal orga-
nizations different frommen’s? How do conceptualizations of a “leading
role” and of violence change when women’s experiences are taken into
account?
I. Conventional Theories of Criminology
and Female Offending

Influential criminological theories were long tailored to understand and
explain a male phenomenon; little attention was paid to female criminal-
ity. Most theories are male-centered, although serious theoretical and
empirical efforts have been made in recent decades to incorporate a gen-
der perspective and redress the traditional invisibility of women. Tradi-
tional theories may be helpful in understanding the gender gap, but to
understand it better and to understand female delinquency, traditional
concepts need to be adapted to encompass feminist approaches that take
into account the gendered nature of society and power relations in the
family and the larger society (e.g., Heidensohn 2006; Heimer and Krutt-
schnitt 2006; Heidensohn andGelsthorpe 2007; DeCoster, Heimer, and
Cumley 2013; Burman and Gelsthorpe 2017).

Giordano, Deines, and Cernkovich (2006), drawing on the Ohio Seri-
ous Offenders Study, a long-term follow-up of girls and women, con-
clude that classical criminological theories need to be revised in ways
“that tend to emphasize uniquely gendered processes” (p. 36).3 This is
3 It is still controversial whether in order to explain female offending we need to develop
a new set of independent feminist criminological theories, as proposed by Smart (1976)
and Cain (1990) or whether an adaptation or review of theories developed to understand
males’ violent and antisocial behavior is sufficient (Giordano, Deines, and Cernkovich
2006).
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even more necessary in relation to the gender gap in more serious types
of crimes, which has been always been wider than in other forms of crime
(Steffensmeier and Allan 1996), and in understanding patterns of female
involvement. The organizational dimension of organized crime adds new
considerations that result from the networks and power relations within
which women operate. Hierarchies, roles, and types of functions shape
the roles of women in organized crime and in its transnational dimen-
sions. Studies of female offending in general provide useful context, but
better understanding of women involvement in organized crime will re-
quire development of new concepts and categories, particularly concerning
their roles and the types of criminal activities in which they participate.

Broadly speaking, women engage in crime mostly as a result of cir-
cumstances they share with men, including poverty, low levels of educa-
tion, blocked opportunities, unemployment, and troubled family back-
grounds. Globalization, and in particular the interconnected processes
of depauperization of the global South, migration, changes in family struc-
ture, and related crises of gender identity make these circumstances more
complex, serious, and widespread (Hagedorn 2005; Moore 2007; Franko
Aas 2013). Studies adopting a gender perspective, however, show that
those factors may operate differently for males and females, that women
suffer more from discrimination because of gender inequalities, and that
those criminogenic factors may operate in different ways for women and
men. This is true both for individual crime and for organized crime.

In this section, I discuss new insights that build on traditional crimino-
logical concepts and new arguments to explain the gender gap or under-
stand female delinquent behavior in a gendered perspective. I focus on
more gender-specific studies that are premised more on feminist con-
cepts than on traditional criminological theories. I discuss here concepts
and approaches developed to understand the gender gap and female de-
linquency in general. They offer important insights for efforts to under-
stand women’s involvement in organized crime.

Control theories, including those elaborated inGottfredson andHirschi
(1990) and Hirschi (1969), emphasize internal and external controls and
posit that self-control and social bonds restrain people from committing
crimes. The gender gap may result from differences in control of women
by parents, or more generally by social structure, and by stronger attach-
ment of women to social bonds. Some research has shown a gender-
differentiating process of social bonding inwhich girls aremore influenced
than boys by some forms of bonds, although the results from empirical
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research are somewhat inconsistent (De Coster, Heimer, and Cumley
2013, pp. 316–17). The balance of power between parents in a family
seems to influence attachment bonds. Power control theory builds on
traditional gender-neutral control theories from a gendered perspective,
analyzing differences in attachment bonds related to power relations be-
tween fathers and mothers, reaching the conclusion that women in patri-
archal families are less likely to engage in crime than are women in families
with more balanced power relations between parents (Hagan, Simpson,
and Gillis 1987).

Differential association is a gender-neutral theory of crime that posits
that criminal behavior results from learning experiences. People exposed
in social interactions to associations favorable to delinquency and crime
are more likely to engage in it, varying with the frequency, intensity, du-
ration, and persistence of associations (Sutherland 1947). Early associa-
tions favorable to crime in an intimate context such as the family are
the most important for understanding why people engage in criminal be-
havior. Sutherland claimed that women are less likely to engage in delin-
quency because socialization processes and stronger controls on their
lives make contacts with a delinquent environment less likely. There is
empirical evidence supporting this view, summarized byDe Coster, Heimer,
and Cumley (2013, p. 323), showing that boys are more influenced than
girls by peer associations and above all that boys’ violent behavior is influ-
enced by association with violent peers. This may explain why women are
less involved in violence.

Learning theories have been reinterpreted in a gender perspective by
Heimer and De Coster (1999). They showed that girls are not only more
controlled than boys are by their parents, but that the learning process
itself is gendered. In patriarchal societies, girls are more often accultur-
ated to values of nurturance, passivity, dependence, and weakness than
in other societies. Consequently, in thinking about learning processes,
we need to consider not only definitions favorable to delinquency but also
definitions of gender roles.

Although Ingrascì (2007b) did not set out to test any particular crimi-
nological theory, her work on women in Italian mafias refers to the im-
portance of the learning experiences of bothmen andwomen growing up
in a mafia “clan.” Studies of women in Italian mafia groups, as I show be-
low, provide important insights into gendered learning mechanisms and
active roles that women play in transmitting criminal values within mafia
families.
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Strain theory and related ideas about blocked opportunities, relative
deprivation, and poverty that conflict with conventional cultural goals
are also gender-neutral. The different socializations of men and women
concerning the importance of economic success and personal achieve-
ment may result in conditions of strain that work differently for women
and men (Gilligan 1982; De Coster, Cornell, and Zito 2010). General
strain theory, and particularly the work by Broidy and Agnew (1997),
suggests that males and females may experience different types of strain
and that emotional reaction to strain might be gendered.With the devel-
opment in mainstream criminology of more gendered approaches, it be-
came clear that women can be affected by the same class-based structural
conditions that affectmen, and attracted by the same cultural goals, but in
different ways (Giordano, Deines, and Cernkovich 2006).

Labeling theory offers another common explanation of the gender
gap. Starting from the premise that crime is often a result of a process
of criminalization and resulting stigmatization and that deviance and
crime are socially constructed, labeling theory posits differences be-
tween females and males that result mostly from law enforcement prac-
tices that treat women more leniently, aiming to limit, minimize, or
avoid their involvement in the criminal justice system (Allen 1987). This
approach does not help us understand why women engage in criminal
behavior, or their different criminal patterns, but sheds light on women’s
lesser visibility in crime and differences in criminal justice processes.

The criminal justice system affects women’s participation and roles in
organized crime in two ways. First, although controversial, out of date,
and lacking empirical clear evidence (Heidensohn and Gelsthorpe 2007,
p. 399), the argument of “chivalry” by police, prosecutors, and courts
toward female offending (Pollak 1961) may help explain why women in
crime are often invisible. Second, how particular laws are enforced may
affect criminal activity or a criminal organization in ways that sometimes
keep women invisible and other times cause them to play more important
roles. An example, which I discuss below, occurred when unprecedentedly
severe law enforcement measures against Italian mafias in the 1980s and
1990s resulted in women playing more important organizational roles and
shrank the traditional gender gap.

Women’s greater or lesser visibility in the world of organized crime is
thus sometimes a product of officials’ decisions whether to report, arrest,
and prosecute women and sometimes in legal or law enforcement changes
that modify structural needs of criminal organizations. Other studies em-
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phasize that deviant and criminal women, even when treated more le-
niently, suffer from a double stigmatization (Heidensohn 1996; Pitch
2002) resulting from their gender and their criminal activities. Ingrascì
(2007b) provides examples of this double stigma on women in Italian or-
ganized crime.

Labeling theory, and related contemporary approaches such as cultural
criminology, are useful in exploring other aspects of women’s involve-
ment in crime and in organized crime. Examples include the social con-
struction and media representations of female offending, particularly in
gangs and organized crime organizations.
II. Emancipation and Gendered Approaches
Studies of women in crime reflect a wide array of approaches that range
from adaptations of traditional criminological theories to more explicitly
feminist or gendered perspectives that focus on factors that distinctively
characterize female behavior and on feminist concepts. Some of these ap-
proaches reject the view thatwomen, evenwhenoffenders, should be thought
of as victims and emphasize women’s capacity to behave as active agents, par-
ticularly concerning serious violence (Morrissey 2003).

The earliest important theorizing about women and crime was offered
by Freda Adler (1975) and Rita J. Simon (1975). Their “emancipation”
theory hypothesized that women’s lesser criminality resulted from their
restricted opportunities in the public sphere rather than from inherent
differences between men and women. They predicted that gender gaps
would shrink when women participated more actively and independently
in the labor market and in the public sphere more generally. Adler ex-
pected involvement in violent crime to increase as women became less
affected by cultural stereotypes of women’s passivity and weakness. Si-
mon focused on the effects of increased economic opportunities available
to women in the labor market. Structural equality should mean that dif-
ferences between genders and gendered behavior would blur and that
women would become more involved in property crime.

These early feminist views were soon, and still are, criticized for over-
simplifying relationships between women and crime, for their assump-
tion that the causes of male and female offending are the same and de-
velop in the same way, and for lack of supporting empirical evidence
(Steffensmeier 1980; Pitch 2002; Heidensohn and Gelsthorpe 2007).
The predictions Adler and Simon made proved to be wrong. Subsequent
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empirical evidence has shown that the gender gap remains remarkably
large for both minor crimes such as shoplifting and more serious crimi-
nality including involvement in organized and white-collar crime.

Simon and Adler’s predictions about criminogenic effects of women’s
greater emancipation and fuller participation in the labor market also
proved to be wrong. The increased presence of women in highly skilled
jobs, for example, did not result in significant increases in women’s in-
volvement in traditional white-collar crime. Emancipation neither closed
the gender gap nor changed existing gendered patterns in the types of
crimes women were more and less likely to commit. Women’s involve-
ment in crime did not much change following greater emancipation
in part because of “institutional sexism in the underworld” (Steffens-
meier and Terry 1986, p. 304); illegal markets replicate general patterns
of male dominance and gender stratification. This stratification is stron-
ger for activities such as violence that require male “skills” including
physical strength and ability to deal with competition, conflict, and or-
ganizational complexity.

Official data show some narrowing of the gender gap, but greater so-
cial and economic equality of women is not the reason.Women aremostly
charged with minor crimes such as drug sales, frauds, and property
crimes that are often products of poverty. Continuing inequality is more
responsible than increasing equality for increases in female delinquency
(Schwartz and Steffensmeier 2008; Beare 2010, p. 10).

Most of the literature on crime by women rejects emancipation theory
in favor of gender-specific approaches, but it continues to offer an impor-
tant frame of reference. Recent studies of women’s seemingly more sig-
nificant roles in Italian mafias, including in financing and administration
of businesses and properties, reject emancipation theory but describe
greater female emancipation in the whole society as a factor that might
explain why some women acquire more significant roles (Siebert 2007;
Ingrascì 2007b; Beare 2010).

Much of contemporary feminist criminology has shifted emphasis in
efforts to explain the gender gap and differences in male and female de-
linquency from the effects of emancipation to the influences of patriar-
chy and gender inequality. This emphasis contributes to efforts to explain
sexual and physical abuse in terms ofmen’s power over women in a society
that remains fundamentally dominated bypatriarchal values. Lesser female
delinquency is seen as a reproduction of the marginal roles that women
perform in the conventional world. That marginality is said to explain why
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women are underrepresented in the criminal world and disproportionately
engage in minor or powerless forms of delinquency such as shoplifting and
prostitution (Messerschmidt 1986).

Ideas about patriarchy, despite a lack of strong supporting empirical
evidence, have contributed substantially to the evolution of research on
female delinquency and a shift toward “intersectionality” perspectives
that combine gender with other significant factors such as class and race.4

They emphasize the importance of how particular organizational con-
texts are gendered (Zhang, Chin, and Miller 2007). Taking intersection-
ality seriously requires willingness to view gender differences as resulting
simultaneously from inequality and other structural conditions such as
race and class. The intersectionality perspective at the same time enriches
and challenges feminist criminology and gendered approaches to female
offending, not only for its theoretical complexity but also for feminist
criminology’s difficulties in locating gender in a multidimensional para-
digm (Burman and Gelsthorpe 2017, p. 216).

Chesney-Lind (1989) and Chesney-Lind and Shelden (2004) offered a
feminist perspective that focuses on the different effects of patriarchal so-
ciety on the lives of men and women and on how distinctive female expe-
riences can explain the gender gap and women’s delinquency. One im-
portant factor is familial sexual and physical abuse; it is often associated
with deviant female careers that include misbehavior, transgression, de-
linquency, and crime. Abuse and violence in the family and later in the
criminal milieu are often starting points in sequences of negative factors
that explain female involvement in crime generally and in some criminal
organizations (Giordano, Deines, and Cernkovich 2006).

Female victimization in violent male-dominated contexts sheds light
on why women sometimes engage in offending as self-defense or as a
coping strategy (Bottcher 2001). This is important in understandingwom-
en’s roles in organized forms of crime including gangs and mafia groups,
and calls for replacement of traditional rigid distinctions between victims
and offenders with more nuanced views.

From the very beginning, a gendered approach to women offending
(and victimization) took into consideration how males’ experience in crime
is shaped by expectations related to masculinity and the social construction
4 Intersectionality theory requires not that women be “added” to a theoretical frame-
work or that gender be treated as a variable in understanding crime, but that gender
and gender relations be taken into consideration along with other variables such as class
and race. Intersectionality theory asks different questions and challenges conventional the-
ories (Yllö 2005).
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of maleness (Cain 1990; Messerschmidt 1993; Connell 1995). This per-
spective is useful in improving understanding that gender roles are not
“a fixed and determined set” (Burman and Gelsthorpe 2017, p. 215),
but are part of a changeable process in which both masculinities and
femininities are multiple and changeable.

Gendered hypotheses about women’s crime have moved away from an
emancipatory perspective or from seeing it as a replication or subcate-
gory of male behavior. Women’s crime is seen instead as an important
phenomenon in itself. In this perspective, female delinquency is “rather
a way of being and acting derived from history, long-term psychosocial
processes, and the socializing processes that affect women” (Siebert 2007,
p. 20). The focus is on how these characteristics shape women’s involve-
ment in crime. Contemporary approaches emphasize gendered path-
ways to offending and, paralleling life-course studies, try to understand
how lawbreaking unfolds inwomen’s lives and howmuch and inwhat ways
this experience is affected by gender dynamics.

A. Criminal Organizations
In this section, I discuss female offending in gangs and mafia groups.

There are, of course, other types of criminal organizations, but there is
in these two fields a rich, gender-based, and often interdisciplinary liter-
ature that has enriched both criminology and gender studies in theory
development, empirical variety, and depth. There are different types of
gangs andmafia groups. I discuss here stable, long-term gangs and Italian
mafia groups.

My focus is on women’s roles in these organizations, on their rela-
tionships with other members, on their criminal careers within the orga-
nization, and on the constraints and opportunities they experience, rather
than on specific crimes in which they engage. The range of criminal be-
havior in these organizations is usually wide and often includes violent
and property crimes organized collectively. There is some overlap with
issues discussed in relation to illegal markets, given that many women
in gangs or mafia groups are involved in drug dealing, human trafficking,
and smuggling. Despite a shift in focus from criminal behavior to crim-
inal organizations, the theoretical issues and scholarly controversies dis-
cussed above arise.

1. Gangs. Most US studies of women’s participation in collective de-
linquency concern gangs. Three patterns emerge. The first is membership
in independent female gangs. Second is membership in mixed-gender
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gangs that include female sections in predominantly male gangs. Third is
the most traditional pattern of females as “auxiliaries” or “appendages” to
male members. In this last case, female affiliation often arises from senti-
mental or kinship relations as girlfriends or sisters (Shelden, Tracy, and
Brown 2013, p. 137).

Independent female gangs were first investigated in pioneering work
by Ann Campbell (1984, 1990) in New York and by Carl Taylor (1993)
in Detroit. They showed that women in female gangs rejected traditional
female roles, used force and violence, and developed their own rules and
values. They did not simply replicate or imitate male gangs. Taylor (1993,
p. 48) claimed that “the gang generally does not differentiate between
the sexes” and that women were not discriminated against within the
gangs studied.

More recent works try to develop a better understanding of women’s
roles and convey more nuanced pictures, challenging the images both of
powerful female gang members (who are rare) and of girls as appendages
(Miller 1998, 2001; Moore and Hagedorn 2001; Vigil 2008).

These studies show that women join, participate in, and leave gangs
for some of the same reasons as men, but also for different ones. Like
men, women join because of limited legitimate occupational and educa-
tional opportunities, or because of neighborhood characteristics and gang
exposure (Miller 1998, 2001). However, they also join because of subor-
dination to men and the “powerlessness” of underclass membership
(Campbell 1990, p. 173), because of serious family problems and lack
of parental supervision, and because of the presence in gangs of boy-
friends, siblings, cousins, and friends (Miller 2002).

There are thus some gender-specific reasons why women join gangs.
Needs for protection and support may be stronger for girls than for boys;
neglect, abuse, and similar family problems play an important role (Moore
and Hagedorn 2001). Gangs may seem to be a “safer” space for girls es-
caping abuse in the family, and a source of identity (Batchelor 2009).
Friendships and love relationships are other important motivations. Mil-
ler (2002, p. 91), adopting a gender perspective, showed that women felt
a sense of empowerment in joining a gang despite the risks of victimi-
zation and abuse. Gangs were thought to be refuges from sexual exploi-
tation and abuse, and to offer protection from the harshness of life on the
street.

These studies also investigate whether female delinquent activity dif-
fers from that of males. Gender roles in conventional society tend to be
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replicated in gangs. Women in gangs are less involved in criminal ac-
tivity in general than men, and in violent crime and homicide in par-
ticular, but are also less involved in noncriminal activities such as hang-
ing around, drinking, and fighting. A few studies have concluded that
there is no great difference between girls and boys in their involvement
in minor crime and drug selling, but that criminal activities within the
gang are influenced by gender roles expectations (Miller 2002, p. 87).

Similar findings have been reported in the United Kingdom by
Batchelor (2009), who shows how violence, both verbal and physical, is
committed by girls, particularly against other girls. A history of violence
in the family and therefore a high level of toleration of violence, as well as
a search for excitement and adrenaline were found in this study of gang
girls in the United Kingdom. Violence was not only a way to replicate
male behavior, but a consequence of specific contexts and particularly
of the ideologies of working-class femininity: “Subordination and agency
are simultaneously realized in young women’s lives, and thereby demon-
strates that there is no such thing as the essential ‘gang girl’” (Batchelor
2009, p. 408).

Since female criminality in mixed gender gangs is influenced by percep-
tions of appropriate male and female roles, serious violence by females is less
common (although fighting is a value for girls also), and firearms use is rare.
Drug selling is common among girls, although patterns vary between gangs,
and women can play very different roles.

Studies of violence by women in gangs tend mostly to discuss replica-
tion of male patterns of violence. This is different from studies I discuss
below on violence by females in mafia organizations. They typically em-
ploy more sophisticated gendered analyses of the diverse ways violence
can occur.

The gang literature uniformly shows that joining a gang has more se-
rious consequences for females than for males, because violation of gen-
der norm expectations results in additional social sanctions for women
(Moore and Hagedorn 2001). Women are subjected to discrimination
and blaming in their own family or community for violation of both be-
havioral standards and gender stereotypes, particularly in some ethnic
groups (Moore 2007; Vigil 2008).

Another reason joining a gang may have more serious consequences
for girls than for boys is that what girls expect to be a safer space can be-
come a space of violence and abuse (Miller 1998, 2002). The gang world
replicates gender inequality in the larger society andmakes womenmore
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vulnerable to violence and abuse. Finally, reasons for leaving a gang are
different for boys and girls because motherhood plays an important role
for girls.5

Recent studies that take account of intersectionality explore how gen-
der is interconnected and reshaped by class and race. Vigil (2008) shows
that membership by both girls and boys in Chicano gangs in Los Angeles
can be explained by “multiple marginality” (combinations of such factors
as massive immigration, low employment, poor neighborhoods that af-
fect family structure and stability, school success, deviance, and involve-
ment in crime) but that gender operates as an additional “marginaliza-
tion factor” for girls.

Latina girls in traditionalMexican families experience stronger gender
inequality because of rigid gender stereotypes and patriarchal dynamics.
These stereotypes recur in Chicano gangs, and women occupy subor-
dinate status. More independent girls are stigmatized both within and
outside the gang. Even girls who are not passive auxiliaries of male gangs
and play important, though supportive, roles experience discrimination
and moral judgments, especially when they engage in unconventional
sexual behavior. Vigil’s (2008) studies confirm that girls join gangs for
the same reasons that boys do, but that stress in the family has a bigger
effect on female gangmembership, a history of sexual abuse is more com-
mon among female gang members than male gang members, and gang
membership is more stigmatizing for females than for males.

The studies on women in gangs prompted a debate between some
scholars who saw gang affiliation as liberating for women and others
who stressed the “social injury hypothesis” ( Joe and Chesnay-Lind 1995;
Hagedorn 1998, p. 387). Proponents of the liberation hypothesis start
from Adler’s (1975) idea that criminal activities can express emancipation
and liberation for women and from Taylor’s (1993) studies of females in
gangs.They assert that girls are not discriminated against in gangs and that
joining a gang is a factor in their emancipation. Proponents of the social
injury hypothesis stress that joining a gang is not a sign of emancipa-
tion because women suffer the same or worse forms of discrimination
5 Hagedorn (1998, p. 388) found that “more than 98 percent of the 176 women who
were the founding members of six Milwaukee female gangs left the gangs by the end of
their teens. . . . Two thirds of the women became teen mothers and more than 90 percent
were mothers before their mid-twenties.” The literature on desistance of women from
gangs and from crime in general is not very well developed.
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and sexual victimization in the gang as in the larger society (Hagedorn
1998; Moore 2007; Vigil 2008).

Womenwith any type of gang affiliation aremore at risk than nongang
girls of violence, abuse, and dependence, and suffer more from anxiety
and depression than do their male counterparts. Initiation rituals and sex-
ual violence seem to be common in a variety of North American gangs,
but also in other countries, as Moore’s (2007) accounts of biker gangs
in New Zealand show.

Some studies embrace ideas from cultural criminology. They empha-
size that gangs, redefined as “street organizations,” represent a positive
form of resistance for members, thereby giving women in gangs a dif-
ferent role. Brotherton and Barrios’s (2004) and Brotherton’s (2008) stud-
ies of the Almighty Latin Kings and Queens (ALKQ) challenge the view
that women are “appendages” to men and describe a gendered resistance.
“Many woman saw the gang as a resource while they strived both for in-
creased autonomy and to fulfill traditional family obligations in econom-
ically distressed and culturally marginalized environments” (Brotherton
2008, p. 64). Women, Brotherton wrote, played important roles in influ-
encing shifts from criminal activities and violence toward more prosocial
and communitarian collective action. Even in the ALKQ, however, women
were glorified as “the backbone” of the group and framed according to
gender stereotypes. Motherhood and female qualities were emphasized,
but sexual violence and abuse were not rare.

Similar patterns emerge in many studies of women in organized crime,
especially in mafia groups, as I show in the next subsection.

2. ItalianMafiaGroups. Italian mafias represent a highly specific form
of organized crime, deeply embedded in history, tradition, ritual, and
distinctive characteristics, and a complex phenomenon that has been the
subject of extensive research. The complexity of the main mafia groups
is expressed by this definition: “Systems with specific authorities, regimes,
and structures, each of these systems interact with its environment, which
consists in turn of other subsystems: political, judicial, economic, social,
and so on; this interaction is necessary precisely because of the lack of au-
tonomy in the systems themselves, which have no impermeable borders”
(Principato 2007, p. 289). All these features shape the extent and charac-
teristics ofwomen’s involvement; it has changed across space and over time
and varies among the different mafia groups.

Women were long considered to be invisible in Italian mafias. Most
recent criminological, historical, anthropological, and gender studies,
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however, show that women often play important private and public roles
that are essential to the organization’s survival. Even when not directly
involved in criminal activities, they contribute to the cultural transmis-
sion and protection of the family and its values (including criminal ones).

We know much more about the roles of women because of research
that draws upon information from recent mafia trials and interviews with
sentenced women. These sources fueled a new field of research onmafia,
including on the roles of women.We knowmuch more now than in ear-
lier times about the internal functioning of mafia groups, and the extent
and nature of female participation.

Ingrascì (2007b) summarized widely agreed reasons why women be-
came visible in the 1970s. First, changes in the structure, nature, and or-
ganization of mafia groups generated shifts toward more entrepreneurial
and transnational activities (Savona and Natoli 2007; Catino 2020). Sec-
ond, broader emancipation and higher levels of education of women
in Italy affected women in mafia families.6 Third, and most important,
stronger law enforcement targeting of mafia activities and enactment of
harsher laws challenged mafia organizations. Organized crime groups
responded by becoming more professional, smaller, more flexible, and
less violence-oriented, and the roles of women became more important
(Ingrascì 2007a, 2007b; Savona and Natoli 2007).

Emancipation of women resulted in higher levels of education for
women in Italy, including women in mafia families. That is why women
in mafia organizations acquired some administrative and financial roles.
These roles did not conflict with their subordinate position, however, be-
cause they did not challenge traditional male values and because these
new roles became necessary to respond to law enforcement pressures that
affected male bosses. First, women in mafia families became owners of
real estate and bank accounts in order to avoid confiscations under the
“Rognoni–La Torre” law that targeted the finances and property of ma-
fia bosses. Second, women began to play more operational and active
roles because heightened law enforcement pressures in the 1980s and
1990s resulted in male leaders being arrested or killed or having to flee.
There was a shortage of people in leading positions.Women of the family,
6 Varese (2017, p. 122) is more skeptical. He acknowledges that mafias (not only Italian
ones) are flexible organizations that can adjust rapidly to changes in the external environ-
ment, but observes that their structural embeddedness in sexist societies makes them very
slow to accept women’s emancipation.



356 Rossella Selmini
in a culture in which kinship and family are the roots of the organization,
could be trusted to represent the absent boss (Siebert 2010, p. 22; Ingrasci
2007a, 2007b).

That women replacedmenwhowere arrested did not necessarilymean
they acquired independent roles. They remained “guardians of the male
powers,” ready to return to their more invisible world when the rightful
owners of those powers returned (Ingrascì 2007b, pp. 78–79), and never
really occupied or replaced men in powerful positions (Ingrascì 2010;
Gribaudi 2010; Siebert 2010). Women, for instance, play active roles
in ‘Ndrangheta but there are no examples of units or clans in which
the leaders were women, or of official affiliation of women throughmafia
rituals;7 that remains amale privilege.This, together withwomen’s exclu-
sion from management of violence, allows little possibility of powerful
roles (Varese 2017). However, there is evidence of changes across time
and space, as I explain in the next subsection.

a.Women in Cosa Nostra, ‘Ndrangheta, Camorra, and Sacra Corona Unita.
Differences in women’s experiences in the main Italian mafia groups re-
late to differences between the groups.Women affiliatedwith the Sicilian
Cosa Nostra are traditionally considered to be loyal and subordinate
wives, daughters, and sisters in the more rural, archaic, ritualistic, and hi-
erarchical structures of Cosa Nostra compared with other mafia groups.

Studies of Calabria’s ‘Ndrangheta, which shares many organizational
features with Cosa Nostra, show that women have become more actively
involved in tasks that require skills, education, courage, and indepen-
dence (Siebert 2007, p. 37; Ingrascì 2007a, 2007b, 2014). For both exog-
enous (changes in women’s condition in Italian society) and endogenous
(changes in the structure of mafia groups) reasons, women in ‘Ndrangheta
clans acquired significant roles and even some power. Ingrascì (2007b)
explained how that happened. In the past, they had worked in drug traf-
ficking, in subordinate positions as mules and dealers, and, though rarely,
as organizers of drug dealing (as with Maria Serraino, whose story I tell
below).

Women seem to play the most important roles in the Camorra (Gri-
baudi 2010; Allum and Marchi 2018).8 The Camorra is a network of
7 Women in ‘Ndrangheta can cooperate not as official members but in auxiliary roles as
“sorelle d’omertà” (Ingrascì 2010, pp. 44–45).

8 The research was based on analyses of judicial documents and on interviews with 4 of
20 female state witnesses in 2015.



Women in Organized Crime 357
groups with loose affiliation and, at least originally, was an urban phe-
nomenon (Allum 2007; Catino 2020). Other developments and processes
are important: demographic changes (fewer children), the introduction
of maximum-security regimes in prisons for mafia-affiliated prisoners,
and increased seizure and confiscation of assets. A wave of arrests and
convictions during the 1990s opened new roles for women, even if mostly
in subordinate positions. Under the maximum-security prison regimes,
for instance, family visits were less restricted for women.Theyweremore
easily able to have direct contact with imprisoned bosses than were other
mafia members. Camorra also in those years expanded its activities and
became active in drug markets that required more entrepreneurial skills
(Allum and Marchi 2018, p. 363).

Allum (2007, p. 16) concluded that “women in the city clans appear to
have becomemore active and visible over the last ten years.When a power
vacuum appears, intelligent women take over, they no longer merely de-
fend their men but become active players.” It remains unclear, however,
whether this is genuine female emancipation. Gribaudi (2010) claims that
women in Camorra clans have more autonomy that in other Italian mafia
groups and sometimes play active roles and use violence, including homi-
cide, but that this does not necessarily mean that they exercise real power
withoutmale approval. According toGribaudi, however, things are chang-
ing for younger generations, and it is foreseeable that gender and power
relationships may change.

The participation of women in the Sacra CoronaUnita has beenmuch
less studied. Its origins are more recent, and other groups’ influence, es-
pecially ‘Ndrangheta and Camorra, is important. Women became more
involved mostly because of the incarceration of many male bosses. The
prison terms of many Sacra Corona Unita leaders were long, but they
continued to rule the organization from inside, using women visitors as
messengers (Massari and Motta 2007).9 Women in the Sacra Corona
Unita, however, also played more skilled and partly autonomous roles.
Massari andMotta (2007), on the basis of analyses of judicial documents,
describe women acting as money collectors and managing and organizing
9 Massari and Motta (2007, p. 57) describe women’s roles as messengers: “Given their
weekly meetings with relatives in prison, members regularly turned to women to deliver
notes for these relatives and were later promptly informed of the results of conversations
or decisions. Similar dynamics were seen during trials, in which women were almost always
present in the audience, profiting from the chance to communicate with their men. In
some cases, these women’s homes became meeting places where matters of special interest
were decided and referred later to the jailed family member.”
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extortion, drug dealing, and cigarette smuggling. They played these roles
mostly because of the need to replace an absent clan boss and following
the boss’s instructions (Massari and Motta 2007, p. 58).

Occasionally women managed more important activities or acted as
administrators of sectors of the criminal market. A few acted as consigli-
ere, making decisions about significant issues affecting the group includ-
ing conflict resolution, vengeance planning, and distribution of roles and
power. However, Sacra Corona Unita exhibits the usual mix of tradition
and modernity and exemplifies the ambiguous and complex roles that
women play in mafia groups.

b. Roles That Women Perform in Mafia Groups: From Private, in the Shade
Activities to the “Lady Bosses.” The variety of roles that women perform
has been analyzed in great detail, mostly on the basis of judicial materials
and interviews with women offenders. Many of these roles are essential to
the functioning and survival of the organization but are not necessarily
criminal in nature.

Dino (2007, p. 75) distinguishes among social, family, communication,
and education roles and shows that women are both victims and per-
petrators of “vendetta trasversali,” or symbolic instruments used to coun-
teract police control and judicial authorities. Considering these roles, and
taking account of social, demographic, geographical, and criminological
factors, Dino built a typology of women in mafia organizations: tradi-
tional wives who satisfy stereotyped expectations, women who are active
participants in the organization, women who show a high degree of inde-
pendence and autonomy and sometime oppose the mafia clan, women
who are companions and lovers, and women who aremafia victims (Dino
2007, p. 76). Ingrascì (2007b) offered a narrower distinction between
public and private roles and analyzed in depth the few figures who be-
came strategically important in mafia organizations or who opposed ma-
fia values as state witnesses.

Most women play low visibility but fundamental background roles as
“the final links in the chain of the criminal organization” (Ingrasci 2007a,
p. 50). They help maintain the logistical infrastructure of the group, pro-
vide services and assistance in the background, and support the social con-
sensus that mafia groups foster.

Women also play more passive and private roles. Analyzing Cosa
Nostra and ‘Ndrangheta groups, Ingrascì (2007b, 2014) described the
importance of family. Mothers play the most important role in cultural
transmission of mafia values and codes of behavior, a function made
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especially important by the frequent absence of males. Mothers transmit
and sometimes inculcate mafia values and proper gender roles. Pizzini-
Gambetta (1999) showed the significant role of women, particularly in
the past, in providing emotional support to men, acculturating children
into mafia values, and keeping the family functioning within the values
and lifestyles of the mafia codes.

Ingrascì (2007b, p. 11) argues that these behaviors illustrate successful
operation of differential association theory, because value transmission
occurs in a private setting over a long period and starts early in life.
Not only nurturing and care taking are involved. Mafia values include
a culture of violence that women transmit and protect, including the
“pedagogy of vendetta” (Ingrascì 2014, p. 65). Women inculcate and re-
inforce the importance of reacting violently to other clans’ attacks.Women
keep memories of wrongs alive and routinely perpetuate the narrative
of violence and the rituals of “vendetta” (Ingrascì 2007b, p. 25; see also
Varese 2017, p. 126). Women are thus important figures in the chains
of bloody murders that occur in mafia organizations, particularly during
clan wars. This role is mostly performed in domestic settings, through
conversations with relatives and friends; everyday violence dominates and
shapes the lives of these women.

Mafia organizations use arranged and forced marriages to maintain
power and control, strengthen networks based on blood ties, enlarge
the size of the “cosca,” and even celebrate a peace after a conflict among
different clans (Ingrascì 2014, p. 67).Women in organized marriages are
usually passive objects (Ingrascì 2007b, p. 42). A rigid code of honor,
based on control and violence, permeates the lives of many women in-
volved in mafia groups; they are controlled not only by their men but
also, when themen are absent, by the clan.Many cases of missing women
turn out to involvewomenwhowere killed for breaking the code of honor
(e.g., by committing adultery).

These archaic practices and cultural codes exist alongside other less pas-
sive features of women’s lives. Participation in criminal activities, some-
times in leading positions, has not been unusual.Occasionally womenhave
been acknowledged as “sorelle d’omertà,” a role that is not comparable to
that of a male affiliate.10 In any case, women who reach high positions are
10 That women are not allowed to become formal members of mafia groups (not just
Italian ones), a process of ritual initiation, is the main reason why Varese (2017) doubts that
women play full roles as active members.
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rare. It is questionable whether they really exercise independent agency
and power.

Ingrascì (2007a, 2007b, 2014), Siebert (2007), andDino (2010) have of-
fered case studies of women who appeared to be true bosses. The most
famous isMaria Serraino, whose role was described in detail in witnesses’
testimony and in investigative materials related to the Giovine-Serraino
‘Ndrangheta clan, analyzed in depth by Ingrascì (2007a, 2007b). The clan
moved from Calabria in the 1960s to a neighborhood of Milan that be-
came its headquarters.11 Connections with relatives and affiliated clans
in Calabria remained active. The clan in Milan established a significant
European network that was active mostly in transnational drug traffick-
ing.Maria Serraino appeared not to be acting as a temporary replacement
for a missing male but to be involved in decision making and in leading
roles at the transnational level, activities for which, including murder,
she was sentenced to life imprisonment.

Other women in the clan included her daughter-in-law and her grand-
daughter, Marisa di Giovine, who grew up in England with an English
mother in a nonmafia family but moved toMilan to work with her father.
Rita Di Giovine, Maria Serraino’s oldest daughter, became a state’s wit-
ness after she was arrested; it is from her interviews that we learned about
her clan and the condition of women in it.

Journalistic accounts made these women visible to a larger public; the
press referred to them as the “Mafia rosa” (pink mafia). The sensation-
alization expresses a traditional way to interpret female delinquency: fol-
lowing an old idea by Lombroso, women who engage in crime are “more
criminal” than is normal. Emphasis on these “lady bosses,” compared
with the stereotype of the invisible, passive wife, exacerbates the dualism
through which female crime has often been interpreted (Ingrascì 2007b,
p. 100). However, even in these cases, women were allowed to play those
roles only when they did not challenge traditional mafia values. “The un-
derworld code requires that the woman, even when she shows a clear tal-
11 ‘Ndrangheta has spread more in recent decades than other Italian mafia groups into
nontraditional mafia areas including northern Italy and elsewhere in Europe. On the mo
bility of mafia, see Varese (2011) and Calderoni et al. (2016). There is almost no research
on how dispersion of Italian mafia groups affected female involvement in criminal activity
For an exception, see Allum (2016). However, there is evidence that internalization of il
legal business required a change in the traditional structure of the organizations and con
tributed to more significant involvement of women in less passive roles.
-

.
-
-
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ent as a leader, is always acting alongside a man” (Ingrascì 2007b, p. 71).
c. Emancipation, Pseudo-Emancipation, or Persistent Inequality? The va-

riety of roles women play in mafia groups brings us back to the core issue
in analyzing women in organized crime. Are these new roles evidence of
real power in criminal organizations and of women’s liberation in the un-
derworld, or are traditional gender roles replicated in new, more opaque
forms? For sure, the extent and visibility of women in mafia groups have
increased as a consequence of greater participation by women and more
punitive judicial attitudes (Ingrascì 2014, p. 64).

Maria Serraino highlights ambiguous aspects of the emancipation hy-
pothesis. Interviews with her daughter Rita by Ingrasci (2007b) shed light
on these powerful female figures. Serraino always needed male approval
for her actions and was repeatedly beaten by her husband. Rita was re-
peatedly raped by her brother beginning when she was nine. Her account
confirms that even powerful women in an ‘Ndrangheta clan experience
everyday violence; that their leadership roles are consequences of crises,
not the rule; and that often they were given those roles only because their
activities would be less scrutinized by the police than those of men
(Ingrascì 2007a, p. 51). In the end, even in a mafia group in which women
sometimes play apparently remarkable roles, it is difficult to find evi-
dence of meaningful emancipation or liberation.

Ingrascì (2007a, p. 52) refers to pseudo-liberation in a world dominated
by men and their values. Female power is usually provisional even when
women successfully participate in criminal activities such as extortion that
involve violence and intimidation (Principato and Dino 1997; Ingrascì
2007b).

Other scholars write of “feminization” in the case of Camorra, deny-
ing that a real process of internal emancipation is occurring (Zaccaria
2010). Some describe temporary delegation of power, a term first pro-
posed by Principato and Dino (1997) and subsequently used widely in
studies of women in mafia groups. Still others remain skeptical about roles
womenplay. Pizzini-Gambetta (2009) andVarese (2017) argue thatwomen
in mafia groups never “administer” the use of violence, are always subordi-
nate, and are allowed to participate only because of family ties.

Allum andMarchi (2018, p. 367) argue that use of the word emancipa-
tion, even when modified by “pseudo” or “ambiguous,” is misleading:
“Despite their apparent sentimental independence and professional as-
cent, a more attentive look at the processes of female involvement in
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the Camorra reveals some elements that point in the opposite direction,
unveiling a deeply rooted male-centered and male-dominated mentality
which seems to persist at the heart of the whole criminal system” (p. 368).

Women in Camorra, Allum and Marchi (2018, p. 375) write, despite
having seemingly more unconventional lifestyles and despite the extent
of their involvement in mafia activities including violence, are involved
only as a “reserve army,” as “soldiers on standby.”The reality is not eman-
cipation but only the use of “human resources for the clan” (p. 377); it is
irreconcilable with a liberation hypothesis.

Similarly, Gribaudi (2010), who analyzes the roles of women in Ca-
morra groups, including those who commit homicides and acquire some
autonomy, concludes that emancipation is not the right word to describe
the conditions of women still in between modernity and tradition. Sim-
ilarly, Fiandaca (2007, p. 4) asked, “Are we in a real sense dealing here
with a form of expressive emancipation in a passage from cultural tradi-
tion tomodernity? Or is this a form of ‘partial,’ ‘incomplete,’ or ‘apparent’
emancipation characterized by a persistent hybridization between tradi-
tion and modernity?” This is a recurring and still open question concern-
ing women in organized criminal organizations. Mafia organizations, their
family-based structures, their rigid social control (also on men), and the nar-
row worlds in which lives are constrained do not justify description of the
conditions of these women’s lives as “emancipated” (Siebert 2010).

d. Women Who Leave. Italian law permits remarkably milder sen-
tences for informers and offers a protection program that includes the
possibility of starting a new life under a new identity. These have proven
to be powerful tools against Italianmafias. Desistance or withdrawal from
a mafia group is not easy, however, because of high risks of retaliation.
Many state witnesses and relatives of witnesses have been attacked or
killed.

Women in mafia organizations sometimes support their partners’ de-
cisions to cooperate with the judiciary. Women sometimes play a role in
persuading their men to cooperate. Support by wives or partners is essen-
tial in helping men deal with challenges and complexities of living a clan-
destine life (protected by the state) and build a new identity. BrazilianMa-
ria Cristina De Almedia Guimaraes, wife of the well-known former mafia
boss Tommaso Buscetta, is an example. Her support was indispensable to
his cooperation (Ingrascì 2007b, pp. 140–41).

A remarkable number of women have left their mafia families and be-
come state witnesses. They do so for diverse reasons. Some cooperate not
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because of a transformative process of redemption but to reaffirm a core
mafia value: vengeance. This sometimes happens after amale familymem-
ber, usually a husband or partner, sometimes a son, has been killed by a
rival group. These women express their roles as protectors of the values
of the clan and cooperate only to achieve vengeance they cannot other-
wise obtain.

Other women, described by Ingrascì (2014) as “agents of change,” ex-
perience a transformative process that leads them to become state wit-
nesses. Female emancipation, challenges to mafia culture and violence
expressed by antimafia associations, and reactions of civil society have
helped women leave the clans and enter into protection programs. The
numbers are small but are increasing gradually.

This is a difficult process for already vulnerable women. Some, per-
suaded by family members to stop cooperating and leave the protection
program, end up being killed or committing suicide. Only a few women
have successfully navigated the cooperation and protection processes and
achieved new lives (Ingrascì 2014, p. 76).

Concerns about children provide reasons both to leave the mafias and
to remain (Dino 2010), but there are others. Leaving an organized crime
group is risky. Many women are unable to accept the risks and use other
coping mechanisms and survival techniques within the family to protect
themselves and their children.

The decision to cooperate often results from realization of a need to
escape the violence and control of the family and the clan. Those cases
reflect an emancipatory process associatedwith an interior change of per-
spective, often provoked by the killing of a loved one. It is not the wish for
vengeance that animates such women, but the need to escape from fear
and everyday violence. These women choose innovation over continuity.
“Women who collaborate demonstrate their ability to capitalize on the
emancipatory influence acknowledged by the whole of society, being
agents of change on two levels: one of self-determination and the other
of transmission” (Ingrasci 2014, p. 79) of a different model of being a
woman.

Emancipation is easier for women who were never seriously involved
in their men’s criminal activities or whose natal family was not part of a
mafia clan (as is true of somewomenwho support theirmen’s decisions to
cooperate). Sometimes the decision to cooperate is a first step in a long
and risky process that results in true emancipation and initiation of a
new life.
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Becoming a pentita is harder for women than for men. “In a situation
marked by dependency, becoming a protagonist demands a special effort,
an even greater effort. Acting for oneself in the first person has, in these
cases, to be invented from scratch; there are no tradition or cultural mod-
els, there are no examples to emulate, no known paths to follow” (Siebert
1996, p. 87). Becoming a state witness is not a normal aspect of desistance
from crime but an extreme one. It requires fundamental changes and
abandonment of one’s identity and implies complex psychological dy-
namics (Cayli 2016).

These women are often anxious to talk to researchers. Their stories
provide incredibly rich source materials.

B. Women in Organized Illegal Markets
Organized crime encompasses a wide variety of criminal behavior en-

gaged in by groups in systematic and more or less structured ways.
Definitions and delineations among different criminal activities of orga-
nized crime groups have always been difficult to specify, as have borders
between legal and illegal markets. Globalization and the spread of neolib-
eral policies have blurred the traditional “distinction between organized
crime groups violating the law and deviating from conformity, and legal
business allegedly complying with official rules” (Vande Walle 2002,
p. 279). This has contributed to conceptualization of a new organized crime
category, transnational crime, which embraces a variety of collective
criminal behaviors, sometimes defined as “transit crimes.” They include
human trafficking, human smuggling, drug trafficking, fraud, andmoney
laundering (Kleemans, Kruisbergen, and Kouwenberg 2014).

The transnational character of much organized crime has helped shed
light on roles and functions of women but poses new challenges to tradi-
tional and feminist criminological theories. “Today, organized crime is
increasingly transnational and the role of women should be analyzed spe-
cifically in regard to transnational flows, new markets, products, and
clients, and international migrations” (Siegel 2014, p. 57).

A comparative approach, a gender perspective, and a qualitative and
interdisciplinary methodology are especially likely to be fruitful in un-
derstanding women’s involvement in transnational organized crime. Lo-
cal peculiarities and specific contexts must also be taken into consider-
ation; there are significant differences in women’s involvement across
countries and cultures.
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Although transnational organized crime includes a wide range of crim-
inal enterprises, I discuss women’s involvement only in specific illegal
markets: human trafficking, smuggling, and drug trafficking. Many stud-
ies of the role and presence of women in drug trafficking, however, focus
on national markets that operate in an organized way but mostly or only
at the local level.

1. Human Trafficking. Human trafficking is one of the “fastest grow-
ing criminal enterprises” (Blank 2013, p. 55). Women are involved in di-
verse ways as offenders and as victims, in particular in trafficking for sex-
ual exploitation.Most research on women focuses on them as victims, and
only in recent years have their roles as offenders begun to receive attention.

At the international level, and notwithstanding the low reliability of
cross-national studies based onnational arrest and conviction data, women
seem to be involved at higher rates as offenders in human trafficking than
in other types of transnational crime (Broad 2015). The United Nations
Office onDrugs andCrime (UNODC) reported that women investigated
for trafficking in persons, in 2016, were 31 percent, and that 38 percent
were convicted (UNODC 2018, p. 35). Numbers are particularly high in
the Balkans, above all in Moldova, Romania, Ukraine, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina. In some of these countries, Surtees (2008) found that starting
from 2004, the majority of recruiters were female; the same was true in Af-
rican regions.DutchProsecutionService data for 2011–15 show that 17 per-
cent of people suspected of human trafficking were women, with higher
percentages in some periods and in trafficking for sexual exploitation
(Wijkman and Kleemans 2019). The data from these two sources are not
comparable for geographical, definitional, and methodological reasons,
but they show that women’s involvement as human trafficking offenders
is substantial.

Trafficking is “viewed as a process, involving recruitment, transporta-
tion between countries or within one country, and control in the place of
destination” (Blank 2013, p. 58). Women are involved in almost all these
stages. They seem to be especially successful in some key activities such as
bookkeeping, money laundering, and above all recruiting, which requires
persuasive skills, and victims tend to trust womenmore thanmen (Surtees
2008, p. 45; Beare 2010, p. 49).

Beare (2010, p. 50), drawing on a Europol report, describes more de-
tailed roles: providing false or counterfeit identity and travel documents;
corruption of law enforcement officers or other civil servants; management
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of “safe houses”; working as pimps; ownership or management of prem-
ises or properties where victims are exploited such as bars, nightclubs,
brothels, factories, hotels, construction sites, and farms; collection, deliv-
ery, and distribution of the profits of trafficking; money laundering; and
management of assets and crime proceeds.

These activities vary between countries and with the types of organi-
zation involved. Human trafficking provides a wide range of seemingly
gender-neutral criminal activities for women, but most studies show that
women do not play leading roles. Responsibility for the organization of
the criminal enterprises and control of gainsmostly remainmale business
(UNODC 2014, 2016).

National studies show the same results, with a few exceptions I discuss
below. Wijkman and Kleemans (2019) mostly confirm that female of-
fenders play low-level roles in theNetherlands (housing victims, control-
ling victims, exploiting, confiscating documents and passports). How-
ever, this could be misleading and result at least partly from defense
lawyers’ efforts to minimize women’s roles in order to increase their
chances of acquittal.12 An earlier, more limited study of female traffickers
in the United Kingdom provided somewhat similar results concerning
women’s involvement at lower levels (Broad 2015).13 Thus, while human
trafficking presents criminal opportunities for women worldwide, more
in some areas than in others, it appears to be uncommon for women to
acquire leading roles.

This may be different in some places including Ghana, Nigeria, and
some parts of the Balkans.Women fromNigeria andGhana seem to have
achieved significant positions in organization and management of pros-
titution and human trafficking, particularly when they act as “madams”
who control the transit process (Siegel and de Blank 2010; Hübschele
2014).

Arsovska and Begum (2014) studied West African and Balkan women
involved in a variety of transnational organized crime activities on the ba-
sis of a “multicultural feminist perspective.”Theirfindings challenge com-
peting stereotypes of the weak and subordinated victim and the “femme
fatale.” The multicultural emphasis assumes that places have specific
12 The study is based on Dutch Prosecution Office files of women over 18 years old who
were a suspect and convicted of human trafficking during 1991 to 2016. The files do not
give full accounts of individuals’ behavior and motivations.

13 The study relies on quantitative data on females convicted of human trafficking from
2004 to 2008, augmented by a qualitative analysis.
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features and peculiarities that include the history of the country or area
from which women come. The study, based on existing literature, inter-
national reports, and policefiles, looked atNigerian andGhanaianwomen
working as bosses in human trafficking for sexual exploitation and at two
groups of Balkan women, one Slavic and one based mostly in Albania and
Bosnia.

The Nigerian women were independent agents who possessed sub-
stantial autonomy. So did the Slavic Balkan women who were typically
of higher social status than the Albanian and Bosnian women who occu-
pied less powerful roles in the samemarket. Compared with other Balkan
countries, Albania and Bosnia have stronger patriarchal cultures and tra-
ditional patterns of deeper female subordination. Arsovska and Begum
(2014, p. 106) concluded that “it is impossible to utilize one theory of fe-
male criminality to explain the variety of trends” and that each analysis
needs to be context-specific.

Lo Iacono (2014) studied the mobility of Nigerian women in the Ital-
ian sex market and found that roles of victims and perpetrators were inter-
twined. There was no clear dichotomy. Female Nigerian offenders in hu-
man trafficking for sexual exploitation often earlier had been victims.

McCarthy (2019), who studied women in human trafficking in Russia,
likewise argues that both a gender perspective and empirical analyses of
the context are necessary to overcome traditional stereotypes. She found
that female Russian traffickers could be successful as organizers or co-
organizers (and not necessarily with male partners) of human trafficking
for sex, labor, children, and human organs.

There is scholarly disagreement about the autonomy of women in hu-
man trafficking markets, but findings are more consistent about reasons
why women become engaged. Most are from deprived backgrounds and
became involved through family or kinship networks. Poverty and blocked
opportunity seem to be important worldwide, as do kinship networks and
previous or current relationships with men involved in the illegal market.
Wijkman and Kleemans (2019) summarized motivations: being afraid of
male co-offenders’ reactions, need and willingness to cooperate with a
partner, and becoming an offender in order to cease being a victim. Thus,
only some of the reasons for becoming involved in human trafficking are
similar for men and women (poverty and blocked opportunities in their
country); others are gender-specific.

These studies shed light on an important issue concerning women in
organized crime generally: the often blurred boundaries between victims
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and perpetrators. Women who become perpetrators often have earlier
been victims. Becoming a perpetrator sometimes offers escape from be-
ing sexually victimized and abused (Broad 2015). Surtees’s (2008) study in
the Balkans offers further evidence of these intertwined roles for women,
showing that some female recruiters were unaware of the risks of exploi-
tation for the recruited women, or were “former or current trafficking
victims who were obliged by their traffickers to return home and recruit
other women, often under the scrutiny of people working for the trafficker
to ensure compliance and prevent escape” (p. 44).

2. HumanSmuggling. Human trafficking andhuman smugglingover-
lap, but neither sexual exploitation nor mafia involvement is normally an
element of human smuggling (Campana 2020). Sometimes, however,
when smuggled persons are not allowed to move freely on reaching their
destinations or when they have financial problems, they become traffick-
ing victims (Blank 2013).

There are fewer studies on female involvement in human smuggling
than in human trafficking, even though a pivotal study in the develop-
ment of a gender perspective on women in organized crime involved
smuggling. Following Steffensmeier’s (1983) observation that the orga-
nizational context is fundamental to understanding women’s involve-
ment in organized crime, and adopting a gender perspective that empha-
sizes themarket’s organizational structure, Zhang,Chin, andMiller (2007)
investigated Chinese human smuggling through 129 interviews, includ-
ing 23 with participating women.

Particular features of the market facilitated women’s involvement and
helped them achieve leadership positions. One was that clients tended to
rely upon women more than on men because smuggling was not locally
viewed as a crime but as a sort of social service. Helping someonemigrate
was seen as a service to the community, and women were more comfort-
able providing a service than they might have been doing something seen
as antisocial. Community acceptance functioned as a form of neutralization

Other factors affectedwomen’s involvement, includingChinese cultural
norms that support women’s work in the labormarket, and increases in di-
vorce rates and women’s consequent needs to support themselves, some-
times by illegal means (Shen and Antonopoulos 2016). Family relation-
ships were the most common factor that led women to enter this illegal
world, together with needs formoney and pursuit of independence and ex-
citement. Shen andAntonopoulos concluded that gender stratificationwas
limited and that women played important roles in a predominantly male
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illegal activity and were involved in a variety of tasks, and not only in less
powerful and more marginal capacities.

Kleemans, Kruisbergen, and Kouwenberg (2014) tested Zhang et al.’s
gendered market hypothesis and could not confirm it in other contexts,
such as human trafficking for sexual exploitation, fraud, and money laun-
dering. They examined a wider range of criminal activities categorized as
organized crime, using files and data from the Dutch Organized Crime
Monitor.14 They found that involvement of women in organized crime
activities was more a matter of networks and trust than of blocked oppor-
tunities, and was related to complexity and transnationality. Complexity
requires more individual skills and individual access. Social embedded-
ness and “brokerage” (the capacity to serve as “bridges” among isolated
networks) may help explain when and under what conditions women play
a role.

The hypothesis that particular markets are gender-specific was not
confirmed. Women were involved in a variety of activities (mostly low-
level but also sometimes in leading positions) and in different markets.
Their involvement was more “a question of (individual) capacity and in-
dividual access” and was better explained by social embeddedness and
brokerage (Kleemans, Kruisbergen, and Kouwenberg 2014, p. 28). A
study of Nigerian madams working not in smuggling but in human traf-
ficking for sexual exploitation also showed that brokerage capacity, net-
works, and relational systems at the transnational level helpmake women
more successful (Mancuso 2014). However, the literature is small and the
findings are best described as suggestive. More especially qualitative re-
search is needed.

3. Drug Trafficking. Theoretical controversies concerning human
trafficking and smuggling recur in studies of the role of women in drug
trafficking nationally and transnationally.Most attention centers on wom-
en’s roles either as leaders with full agency or as support players in amostly
male business. Differently from human trafficking and smuggling, how-
ever, there is a fair amount of drug market research based on female of-
fenders’ accounts of their experiences.

The reasons women start careers in the drug market are partly the
same asmen’s and partly different. Forwomen fromdeprived backgrounds,
needs for money and access to drugs for personal consumption are
14 Data refer to 247 women investigated for activities, mostly “transit crimes,” in orga-
nized groups. They constituted 11 percent of all people involved.
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important. Beare (2010, p. 57) found that women involved in drug traf-
ficking in Canada were mostly nonwhite, socially marginalized, and in
desperate need of income. Economic needs led them to become involved.
Other reasons are more gender-specific. For instance, Fagan (1994, 1995)
found that drug selling, when it generated enough income, enabled
women to avoid working as prostitutes.

The gender stratification that characterizes organized crime markets
generally tends to be replicated in local and transnational drug trademar-
kets. Most research concludes that women usually play less powerful
roles than men and perform less important activities. Women are often
considered to be unreliable, weak, and unable to deal with the code of
the street.

Women in drug smuggling often work as “mules” and take high risks
for very low rewards (Boyd 2006). They almost never play important or-
ganizational roles or make independent decisions, their status is low, and
they are more often a victim than an independent agent (Fagan 1994;
Maher andDaly 1996; Denton andO’Malley 1999). Maher (1997), using
an intersectionality perspective, showed that gender inequality was rep-
roduced in the street drug market, limiting women’s opportunities and
placing them in disadvantaged positions compared with men. She also
showed, however, that female lawbreakers were not always passive vic-
tims of male domination.

An increasing number of studies show that in some circumstances, and
varying with characteristics of the market, some women perform active
roles in drug trafficking and acquire more leading positions, and not only
because they are friends or partners of men. Not all drug markets are the
same. Denton and O’Malley (1999, p. 528), in a study of female drug
dealers in Melbourne, found that the more fragmented, smaller, and lo-
cally based the market, the greater the likelihood that women occupied
leading positions. Other factors associated with women’s success included
their reputations, their social networks, support from families and friends,
personal skill, and a “business acumen” (p. 528).Women seemed to suffer
less discrimination in smaller markets in which they operated as capable
agents andwhere they could use their female resources and skills, not only
to survive, but to acquire some independence. They attract less police at-
tention than do men and can survive better in the illegal world (Denton
and O’Malley 1999; Denton 2001).

Recent studies emphasize that women can play important roles in drug
trafficking criminal organizations. More complex, organized, and trans-
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national markets may be more susceptible to greater female involvement
in autonomous and independent roles (Siegel 2014). Some women de-
scribed in the literature acquired legendary auras and apparently domi-
nated illegal drug markets andmanaged violence. Examples, such as Gri-
selda Blanco (“the cocaine cowgirl”), leader of a successful drug market
between Miami and Medellin (Smith 2013), and similar figures in other
markets, have been cited to illustrate that women can operate successfully
in drug trafficking (Siegel 2014, pp. 54–55; Martín 2015) and should be
able to do so in other illegal markets.

Fleetwood’s (2014) qualitative study on drug mules provides rich and
especially well documented evidence of the independent roles women,
under some circumstances, can play in international drug trafficking. This
study shows that small, flexible, and temporary groups, based on con-
nections among the people involved, either by kinship, friendship, or eth-
nic networks, allow women to be active agents and not just passive victims.

Anderson (2005), studying dimensions of women’s power in illegal
drug markets, proposed a new theoretical framework to help understand
their positions. She analyzed four core activities that women routinely
perform in drug-dealing organizations (housing and sustenance, pur-
chasing drugs, subsidizing male dependency, and participating in drug
sales). She demonstrated that women are sometimes powerful actors in
the drug world and that their activities are crucial, although often mis-
understood. What is important, she says, is how the roles women play
in the organizations are interpreted.

Anderson (2005, pp. 372–73) calls for rejection of the dominant narra-
tive of women as victims and passive actors and urges that “empower-
ment” (defined as the ability and competence to influence and achieve de-
sired outcomes) and “agency” (defined as the ability to benefit others as
well as the self, and in terms of actions that bring about these outcomes)
can help give visibility to their roles. This reconceptualization is con-
ceived not only in relations of dominance and control, but also as a “com-
petency and ability to achieve desired ends” that “empowers” women in
this context (Anderson 2005, p. 372).

This work raises interesting issues about “supportive roles.” A support-
ive role, in a gendered perspective that gives values to female skills and
competencies, is not marginal and could be as powerful as a decision-
making position. In any case, supportive roles are fundamental for sur-
vival of an organization; without them organizations could not function
and survive (Anderson 2005).
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Grundetjern and Sandberg (2012), drawing on life stories of convicted
female drug dealers, demonstrate that women can use creative strategies
and try to “transcend amarginal position” (p. 633).15 Smartness and female
skills can help women obtain successful entrepreneurial roles: “being a
woman can even be an advantage” (Grundetjern and Sandberg 2012,
p. 623). Even if men dominate this world, women find ways to survive
and gain visibility and respect. Strategies for coping with their marginal
positions are mostly based on assuming and replicating male values.

Grundetjern and Sandberg (2012) try to find a third alternative that
incorporates both the “traditional victim approach and the contemporary
empowering approach to female drug dealers” (p. 624). They focus on
“street capital,” which “points to the importance of early socialization
and the practical rationality involved when people start dealing illegal
drugs” and “also develops a middle position between individual agency
and structural constraints, which is essential to understand the position
of female dealers” (p. 625). Street capital is easier for males to accumulate
than for females, who need to develop strategies to survive the imbalance.

Holligan and McLean (2019), in a similar study, studied women in a
drug market in west Scotland through an intersectionality lens. They
emphasize how changes in urban informal economies after postindus-
trialization affect these practices. They conclude, however, that there is
no hope of “liberation” for women in this world and that their subjuga-
tion to overarching violent masculinity remains strong. This resembles
some findings about the roles of women in gangs.16

The most recent literature argues against generalization, in order to
avoid stereotypical representations of women in the drug market either
as poor victims or as successful operators working in the shadow of power-
ful male drug dealers. Most important, however, is attention to the con-
text, its history and culture, and roles performed.

Campbell’s (2008) study of female drug smugglers on the American-
Mexican border sheds light on the roles women play in a market shaped
by a deeply patriarchal and violent culture. Even in this context, women
play a variety of roles: a few who are freely involved and exercise agency,
15 Grundetjern and Sandberg (2012, p. 626) single out four strategies: desexualization,
violent posture, emotional detachment (self-identification with male values, attitudes, and
behaviors), and service-mindedness (a more gender-neutral role of “entrepreneur” or
“seller”).

16 As in this case, the study of women in the drug market often relates to women’s ac-
tivities in gangs.
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who acquire power and become models for others; middle-level women
who succeed but do not experience real empowerment; and women in
marginal roles, associatedwith low-levelmale smugglers, who are themost
victimized. In general, this world is dominated by males; abuse and vio-
lence are common, above all for middle- and low-level women. Chances
to operate freely and independently are few and occasional (Campbell
2008).
III. Conclusion
Reinterpretations of conventional theories of crime through a gender
perspective often describe the female offender as a woman who is “sexu-
ally abused by a stepfather or othermale relative; runs away fromhome to
escape from the abuse; engages in illegal activities as a survival strategy;
comes into contact with other males who either foster or demand further
involvement in illegal activities, including prostitution; may self-medicate
with drugs and/or alcohol to cope with the abuse and other demoral-
izing experiences she has encountered on the street, including violence
from a male partner” (Giordano, Deines, and Cernkovich 2006, p. 22).

In this essay, I characterize the criminal experience of women in orga-
nized crime groups somewhat differently. Some things, such as the com-
mon experience of sexual abuse before or while participating in criminal
groups, may be the same. This is the most common characteristic of
women who participate in organized crime groups, from gangs and drug
dealing to human trafficking and mafia groups. Some women enter into
criminal groups mostly as a survival strategy. This may be commonplace
in drug trafficking and street gangs, but it is not for other forms of orga-
nized crime, particularly for women involved in mafia groups because of
family connections.

Kinship and love relationships are fundamental to understanding fe-
male involvement in organized crime. This seems to be true for human
trafficking, smuggling, and participation in street or drug gangs, and it
is the rule for involvement in Italian mafia groups. The case of Marisa
di Giovine, Maria Serraino’s granddaughter, is illuminating. Despite
having grown up in England, completely apart from a mafia environ-
ment, she chose to return to Italy when she was 18 and to enter the clan
run by her grandmother and father (Ingrascì 2007b). This shows not only
the power of kinship but also how seductive and attractive organized
crime’s promises of a glamorous and rich life can be.
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Siegel (2014) discusses other interesting case studies such as Nigerian
“madams” whomade money in the sex industry, demonstrated their suc-
cess in their home communities, andbecame rolemodels for otherwomen.
The allure of easymoney, jewels, expensive cars, and other status symbols
can lead young women, not differently from young men, to dream of
a different and better life. Understanding of how these successful role
models are conveyed and how they influence other women’s criminal
choices can draw on traditional concepts of cultural goals and limited op-
portunity, but would benefit from insights from cultural criminology and
from analyses of the power of representations of crime engagement as a
path to a glamorous and exciting life (Siegel 2014, p. 63).

Another understudied subject that requires attention is the relation-
ship between women and violence in organized criminal groups. Ac-
cording to Pizzini-Gambetta (2009, pp. 270–71), “as long as women need
to delegate violence I doubt thatmatriarchy will replace patriarchy inma-
fia or camorra groups since violence and command cannot be parted in
that industry.When competition amongCamorra families strikes, weap-
ons count more than networking abilities.”

Studies of women in mafia groups show, however, that women some-
times (if temporarily) replace men in leadership roles and achieve the
power to command violence and killings. In one case, described by Gri-
baudi (2010), women belonging to two Camorra clans in conflict orga-
nized and carried out a shooting in which four women of the other clan
were killed, and one was seriously injured. This is, however, quite un-
usual. Women exercise their (small) fraction of power differently than
men do, and the capacity occasionally to use violence does not necessarily
mean real empowerment. Studies of how women in Italian mafia groups
perform violence, for instance in keeping the narrative of violence alive
and engaging in the “pedagogy of vendetta,” demonstrate this gender dif-
ference (Ingrascì 2007b, 2014; Varese 2017). Violence, in mafia cultural
codes, also means threats and not only real physical violence.

Violence may be less important in other forms of organized crime. Fe-
male drug dealers studied by Denton and O’Malley in Melbourne seldom
needed to use violence, either because it was unnecessary or because they
could be persuasive in other ways.17 This and similar studies show three
important things about relations between women and violence: first, use
17 The same happens for recruiters in human trafficking or smuggling, as the studies I
discussed show.
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of violence depends on the characteristics of the market; second, women
“may operate effectively [in a drug market] without conforming to male-
centered visions of what is needed in the business” (Denton and O’Malley
1999, p. 521); and third, women seldom use violence but use other forms
of intimidation. This resembles the female Chinese smugglers studied by
Zhang and colleagues who avoided violence not because of unwillingness
or inability, but because their activity implied different techniques. In short,
adopting a gender perspective to understandwomen’s violent behavior in
organized crime implies a need to reinterpret violence not only as repli-
cation of male behavior but as a product of different socialization pro-
cesses and of personal experience of victimization.

Another subject that needs fuller investigation is how the condition of
being both victims and perpetrators of violence affects women in orga-
nized crime. Studies of gangs and drug-dealing groups have explored this
in depth, but we need to know more about how growing up in a violent
environment affects women’s lives, particularly in mafias and in trans-
national forms of organized crime.

Women in mafia groups, gangs, and illegal drug markets are often ex-
posed to sexual violence and intimate partner abuse. These women, like
most of their men, also experience violence in the community, and par-
ticularly in communities dominated by mafia groups in which violence
permeates everyday life. Few studies18 have explored how this exposure
to violence affects women’s violent behavior in organized crime. Find-
ings in other fields, such as Ayuero and Burbano de Lara’s (2012) on
the “violence in chains” that characterizes the lives of children and adults
in deprived Argentinian barrios, offer a useful theoretical framework for
conceptualizing violence in more thoughtful ways.

Other issues deserve attention. One concerns desistance from involve-
ment in organized crime. The milieu shapes desistance processes in dis-
tinctive ways, because networks (sometime family networks) are involved.
Desistance requires not only withdrawal from criminal activities but of-
ten breaking a kinship network that may react hostilely or violently, and
abandoning a whole life experience. There is a literature that explores fe-
male desistance from mafia and gang involvement, but studies of desis-
tance from organized crime (e.g., Bovenkerk 2011) are gender-neutral.
18 Siebert (2007, p. 25) mentions how women experience violence in their surrounding
environment and proposes an analogy to living in times of war.
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Other important relevant issues are unexplored, unclear, or controver-
sial. The role of globalization processes has been explored only scantily,
mostly in studies of human trafficking and smuggling or transnational
gangs. How globalization processes affect female offending and whether
its influence is gender-neutral or gender-specific remains unclear.Moore
(2007), who analyzed women in gangs in the context of globalization pro-
cesses and in the economic, cultural, and social crisis that globalization
provokes, raised interesting theoretical issues, but they were not based
on empirical research findings.

We needmore case studies, for more countries, and for different kinds
of organized crime to understand how globalization affects the experi-
ences of women. For drug trafficking, it would be important to under-
stand how new onlinemarkets influence the involvement of women.More
broadly, how will this restructuring of illegal markets, which implies mov-
ing away from “the code of the street” and its violence, affect female
offending.

A related question is how women are affected by movement of mafia
groups from their original areas to nontraditional ones. Of the cases I dis-
cussed, only Maria Serraino achieved a leading position in a mafia group
that moved to northern Italy. Do local conditions in a new area reshape
women’s participation, or are their roles not influenced by the operational
context?

Finally, studies on women in organized crime would benefit from em-
phasis on masculinity and male values, considering how significant they
are in these contexts, and particularly in criminal organizations such as
mafia groups and gangs.

Three takeaways: First, the gender perspective on gender relations,
gender characteristics of markets, and the distinctiveness of female ex-
perience in organized crime have provided critical and fundamental
insights. Second, this perspective challenges traditional distinctions be-
tween victims and perpetrators and conceptualizations of criminal ac-
tivity. Concepts of agency and rational choice are challenged. Women’s
experience in almost all forms of organized crime shows that traditional
roles may be blurred; some women are simultaneously victims and per-
petrators; modernity and tradition often coexist. The variety of functions
women perform shows that they can participate in criminal activities with-
out taking action, simply by supporting and reinforcing background con-
ditionswithoutwhich the criminal activity cannot survive.Third, the eman-
cipation hypothesis was definitively wrong. Emancipationmay help explain



Women in Organized Crime 377
why women in organized crime sometimes play more important roles, but
gender inequalities tend to be replicated and sometimes amplified forwomen
in criminal organizations. This does not mean that women are only pas-
sive and invisible agents.Women can be seen to be performing important
roles when a gendered framework of analysis is adopted and when female
subjectivity is taken into account.
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Edward Kleemans and Vere van Koppen

Organized Crime
and Criminal Careers
A B S T R A CT

Widely accepted findings in developmental and life-course criminology
cannot be extended to criminal careers of organized crime offenders. While
most offenders begin offending at a young age, criminal careers in organized
crime are generally characterized by a late onset typically characterized by
relatively serious offending. Different patterns exist for different groups,
including early starters, adult-onset offenders, and offenders with no previous
judicial contacts, but all studies find a significant share of adult-onset offenders.
Social relationships, including family, friendship, and work ties, are importantly
related to becoming involved in organized crime. Involvement mechanisms
are diverse; both conventional and criminal capital are important. Children
of organized crime offenders have a high risk of intergenerational continuity
of crime. Factors that promote desistance for most offenders, such as
employment, sometimes have different meanings for organized crime
participants, as some occupations provide criminal opportunities and some
work settings foster offender convergence. Widely used concepts such as
specialization and desistance are less applicable because of the distinctive
nature of organized crime offenses and careers. The most urgent issue for
future research is to incorporate the roles of co-offenders into analyses
of individual criminal careers.

In 1988, Albert J. Reiss Jr. published an inspiring essay in Crime and Jus-
tice about co-offending and criminal careers. He concluded that research
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on co-offending “is disproportionately concentrated on juveniles and has
focused almost exclusively on documenting how pervasive it is and on
speculating on its role in the etiology of delinquency. The etiological
questions therefore remain murky, and the consequences of groups for
criminal career development remain unexplored. We need, therefore,
to devote far more attention to detailed studies of offending careers and
to pay special attention to co-offending in those careers, treating each
individual’s career in terms of its intersections with others” (Reiss 1988,
p. 165).

Knowledge about criminal careers has increased significantly since
1988. Primarily through analyzing large longitudinal data sets, the emerg-
ing field of developmental and life-course criminology has contributed
significantly to our knowledge about the start, continuation, escalation,
and ending of criminal careers (e.g., Blumstein et al. 1986; Farrington
2003; Piquero, Farrington, and Blumstein 2003; Blokland, Nagin, and
Nieuwbeerta 2005; Jolliffe et al. 2017; Farrington, Lazemian, and Piquero
2019; Weisburd et al. 2020). The building and analysis of large longitu-
dinal data sets were accompanied by major methodological innovations,
such as the development of group-based trajectory modeling (Nagin and
Land 1993; Nagin 2005; Nagin andOdgers 2010) and the growth and in-
stitutionalization of a large research community with its own professional
associations and scientific journals. In Lakatos’s (1970) terms, develop-
mental and life-course criminology is one of the most successful crimino-
logical “research programs” of recent decades and has solvedmany “scien-
tific puzzles” through sustained and combined research efforts.

Research programs share several basic assumptions andmethodologies
(e.g., Farrington 2003). This shared focus, however, may sometimes re-
sult in implicit disregard of aspects of and theoretical explanations for the
phenomena studied. One of the strong points of developmental and life-
course criminology, analyses of large longitudinal data sets, may have
resulted in a focus primarily on young offenders, high-volume crime,
and the individual characteristics of offenders. Older offenders can be
studied in longitudinal studies only after passage of considerable time
and only if they can be traced and are willing to cooperate with additional
data collection sweeps. Follow-up periods, however, typically are short,
additional data sweeps are costly, and sample attrition, self-selection, and
an (unintended) neglect of adult criminal careers are recurring problems.
It is also difficult to include more serious offenders and offenders who
start their careers late in life (“adult onset”) in these samples. Finally,
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large longitudinal data sets have serious problems in taking account of the
social contexts of crime and of co-offending, as it is difficult enough to
keep track of dynamic and stable characteristics of individuals over time.
Although some of these characteristics may be related to the wider social
context of individuals (e.g., criminal friends, partners, school, or work),
each individual is basically treated as an “atom” without further consid-
eration of the “molecules” they are part of or the “chemical reactions”
taking place in their social or criminal context.

For research on organized crime, co-offending is the heart of the mat-
ter. It is also a defining characteristic. Although there is continuing de-
bate on how organized crime should be defined, many definitions revolve
around co-offending and criminal groups (the “who”) and criminal activ-
ities with serious harm for society (the “what”; e.g., Paoli and Vander
Beken 2014; Von Lampe 2016). Many writers agree that at least two
or three co-offenders need to cooperate for a prolonged period in some
(serious) criminal activities, but there are divergences between wide
and narrow definitions. They differ regarding views on the structure
of co-offending (from stable, pyramidal organizations to flexible criminal
networks with fluid co-offending relationships or even single criminal “en-
trepreneurs”) and on the types of criminal activities that qualify as “or-
ganized crime.”

Many definitions of organized crime are available (see, e.g., Paoli 2002;
Finckenauer 2005; Hagan 2006). Although most contain similar dimen-
sions, including co-offending or groups and activities causing serious
harm to society, precise definitions vary. This also applies to the studies
discussed in this essay. The United Nations Convention against Trans-
national Organized Crime defined an organized criminal group as “a
structured group of three or more persons, existing for a period of time
and acting in concert with the aim of committing one or more serious
crimes or offenses, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial
or other material benefit” (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
2004, p. 5). Most Dutch studies adopt Fijnaut’s definition: organized
crime groups “primarily focus on illegal profit, systematically commit
crimes that adversely affect society, and are capable of effectively shield-
ing their activities, in particular by being willing to use physical violence
or eliminate individuals by way of corruption” (Fijnaut et al. 1998,
pp. 26–27). Many studies of Italian and Italian-American mafia groups
use narrower definitions, placing more restrictions on the structure of
cooperation or types of criminal activities.
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When reviewing theoretical and empirical research on organized crime,
it is important to remember that the phenomena studied have shifted over
time. Studies in the 1960s tended to focus on rural Italianmafia groups and
Italian-American mafia families in large cities such as New York (e.g.,
Cressey 1969). The 1970s and 1980s were marked by the rise of “transna-
tional organized crime,” involving large-scale drug trafficking, interna-
tional fraud, human trafficking, and human smuggling (Kleemans 2014b,
p. 32). The mafia studies relate primarily to the control of territories or
economic sectors by criminal groups; criminal careers, therefore, are often
conceptualized within the context of the power and career structures of
these criminal organizations. The subject of the more recent work can be
characterized as “transit crime” (Kleemans 2007).

The major business of many organized crime groups—particularly in
democratic and industrializedWestern countries—involves international
illegal activities: drug trafficking, smuggling illegal immigrants, human
trafficking for sexual exploitation, arms trafficking, trafficking in stolen
vehicles, and other transnational illegal activities such as money launder-
ing and tax evasion (e.g., cigarette smuggling and customs fraud). Transit
crime involves making money through international illegal trade rather
than through protection, extortion, or the abuse of monopoly power
(“racketeering”). The structure of cooperation is far more diverse, and
offenders often cooperate in smaller groups and in flexible and fluid crim-
inal networks (e.g., Bouchard and Morselli 2014; Bouchard 2020). Co-
offenders and criminal networks remain important but are far less restric-
tive than in careers in criminal organizations that control geographical
areas or economic sectors.

Stable, durable criminal organizations such as Sicilian mafia groups,
Japanese Yakuza groups, Hong Kong Triads, and Russian mafia groups
exist or have existed in recent history (e.g., Gambetta 1993; Paoli 2003;
Varese 2011, 2014). However, in many democratic and industrialized
Western countries such organizations no longer exist or are the exception
rather than the rule. The main reason for this is that illicit markets, often
international—often in combination with strong government and effec-
tive law enforcement—hinder the emergence of large and stable criminal
organizations. Many of the traditional mafias originated during periods
before the emergence of large and profitable international illegal markets.
The prime example is the boom in international narcotics trade in the
1970s and 1980s.
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In addition to stable and durable criminal organizations often involved
in racketeering and more flexible criminal networks often involved in
transit crime, organized crime scholars also study local illegal markets,
involving drugs, prostitution, illegal gambling, and loan-sharking (e.g.,
Reuter 1983). It can be debated whether all these activities qualify as or-
ganized crime in terms of either structures of cooperation or scales of as-
sociated harms. Territorial control may be an element of these activities,
particularly in relation to local drug markets, and there may be consider-
able overlap with gang research (e.g., Decker, Melde, and Pyrooz 2013;
Pyrooz et al. 2016). These activities are often portrayed in literature from
North America as organized crime, but they are often far removed from
the core of the organized crime literature. This is true both of structures
of cooperation (smaller and more fluid networks) and the scale of activ-
ities (in terms of harm, e.g., including lower-level drug dealing and less
serious and more local criminal activities).

This essay is structured around the three most important lines of re-
search on criminal careers in organized crime. Their systematic study
has increased significantly since the publication of “Criminal Careers
and Social Opportunity Structure” (Kleemans andDe Poot 2008), which
presented quantitative and qualitative analyses of a large population of
organized crime offenders active in theNetherlands. Several quantitative
studies of larger populations have since been carried out, basically follow-
ing the primary lines of developmental and life-course studies on high-
volume crime (Savona et al. 2017). These studies were mainly carried
out in a small number of countries where large data collections were un-
dertaken: the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Italy, and Australia.
The United States has a proud tradition in gang research, mainly high-
lighting street and prison gangs (e.g., Decker, Melde, and Pyrooz 2013;
Pyrooz et al. 2016). Given, however, that the types of offenses and of-
fenders studied in this literature and the literature itself are mostly sepa-
rate from the organized crime literature, we exclude gang research.More
studies based on qualitative research have been published, often based on
autobiographies, biographies, and case studies (Savona et al. 2017; Kemp,
Zolghadriha, and Gill 2019). Studies of criminal careers in organized
crime have produced three lines of new findings.

The first line studies individual sequences of offending in develop-
mental and life-course criminology and applies this approach to orga-
nized crime offenders. As is found among general offender populations,
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organized crime offenders tend to follow various criminal career patterns
and include early onset, late-onset, and first-time offenders. In organized
crime studies, however, adult-onset offenders are consistently found to
be the largest group. Criminal careers in organized crime are generally
characterized by a relatively late onset, in the adult years; juveniles are
almost absent. This is an important finding. The very phenomenon of
adult onset is often debated or denied (e.g., Sohoni et al. 2014), and, more
revealingly, it often involves serious criminal activities rather than minor
crimes. Organized crime offenders more often have previous judicial
contacts than does the general offender population, and those previous
contacts are often far more serious. These quantitative studies show that
criminal careers in organized crime are very different from those found in
the literature on high-volume crime.

A second line of research focuses on how people become involved in
organized crime. Many organized crime activities require both criminal
and conventional capital. Since organized crime groups depend on awide
variety of capacities, knowledge, and contacts, individual involvement
mechanisms are diverse. Family relationships, other social ties, the “so-
cial snowball effect,” leisure activities and sidelines, and work ties help
explain why individuals engage in criminal groups. Some offenders are
deliberately recruited by a criminal group because of their criminal or
conventional capital; others havemore self-initiating roles. Labormarket
characteristics illustrate this diversity of involvementmechanisms. Italian
mafia groups embedded in disadvantaged areas seem to benefit from the
ample availability of unemployed and disadvantaged people. For other
types of organized crime, employment in particular occupations may
provide opportunities for involvement, and work settings may function
as “offender convergence settings.”

A third line of research deals with concepts from developmental and
life-course criminology such as desistance, specialization, life events, and
co-offending that are associated with continuity and discontinuity in crim-
inal careers. Such concepts are less easily applicable to organized crime be-
cause they are hard to use or have a different meaning for organized crime
offenders and their careers. Theories of desistance, for example, predicting
that important life events, such as getting married or obtaining a job, will
lead to a decrease in offending, do not apply to organized crime; many
organized crime careers start only in later adulthood after the typical age
of getting married or starting a job. A concept such as specialization is also
less appropriate: what is considered a single offense in high-volume crime
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(such as a burglary or violent offense) is much more limited in time and
space than are organized crime activities, whichmay last for longer periods
and be carried out within the context of a criminal group.

This essay follows these three lines of research on criminal careers in
organized crime. Section I discusses various pathways in organized crime
and highlights the case of adult onset, drawing on studies in the Neth-
erlands, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Italy and recent research
on motorcycle gangs. Section II identifies involvement mechanisms and
discusses the roles of social ties, life events, intergenerational transmis-
sion, and employment. Section III reviews concepts related to continu-
ity and discontinuity that are widely studied within developmental and
life-course criminology and applies them to the study of organized crime.
Section IV offers conclusions and proposals for future research.
I. Criminal Careers and Adult Onset
What happens to general findings and received wisdom from develop-
mental and life-course criminology when we study different populations
of offenders? Two key findings that have been challenged by research
into organized crime relate to the well-known age-crime curve and Mof-
fitt’s (1993) dual taxonomy. The age-crime curve describes a steep rise in
the prevalence of offending in the early teenage years, reaching a peak be-
tween ages 15 and 17 and declining over the rest of the life course (Far-
rington 1986, 2003;Gottfredson andHirschi 1990, pp. 124–44).Moffitt’s
taxonomy partitions the aggregate age-crime curve into a large group of
people who engage in crime and antisocial behavior during adolescence
(“adolescence-limited offenders”) and a small group who are antisocial
from an early age and remain active in crime and other forms of antisocial
behavior throughout their lives (“life-course persistent offenders”). Mof-
fitt’s taxonomy exemplifies theories that seek explanations for criminal
careers in early life and stable individual differences. She argues that early
problem behavior is an indicator that antisocial and criminal behavior is
likely to continue later in life. Such “asymmetrical” theories posit that indi-
vidual differences between offenders exist from the start or are developed
early in life and treat adult onset as an anomaly that does not exist or
results from measurement error (cf. Sohoni et al. 2014).

Criminal careers studies have found various developmental trajectories
of criminal activity over the life course but focus mainly on young of-
fenders and high-volume crime (Piquero 2008; Farrington, Lazemian,
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and Piquero 2019). Older offenders are largely absent. Research on crim-
inal careers in organized crime, however, contradicts the idea that crimes
committed at advanced ages are usually preceded by an adolescent crim-
inal career. Significant groups of adult-onset offenders have been found
in many organized crime studies, older offenders comprise a large part of
the study population, and very young offenders are largely absent.

These different findings can easily be explained. High-volume crime,
such as property and violent crime, is open to everyone and often requires
little expertise, skill, planning, or collaboration. Organized crime poses
different requirements (Kleemans and De Poot 2008, p. 75). First, social
relations are of great importance, as they provide access to suppliers and
clients and create a basic level of trust. The relevance of social relations
cannot be overstated in a risky, unregulated environment in which the fi-
nancial stakes are high and that lacks rules and mechanisms that make le-
gal transactions much easier, such as entering into contracts, paying via
the official banking system, and reconciling disagreements via mediation
or the courts (Reuter 1983). For these reasons, existing social ties are used
or illegal business relationships must be built. Not every potential of-
fender has suitable social ties, and building up these relationships takes
time and energy.

Second, not all offenders have access to transnational contacts, and
some have this kind of access only later in life. Transnational social ties
are often salient, as many types of organized crime involve international
smuggling: drug trafficking, smuggling illegal immigrants, human traffick-
ing for sexual exploitation, arms trafficking, trafficking in stolen vehicles,
and other transnational illegal activities such as money laundering and tax
evasion (e.g., cigarette smuggling, European Union fraud).

Third, both collaborations with co-offenders and ties to licit society
are important. Criminal activities are often complex, and more co-
offenders are required for their successful execution. Contacts with the
licit world are important for transport, money transactions, and shielding
activities from the authorities. Contacts with co-offenders are thus needed
to provide both “criminal capital” and “conventional capital.”

Kleemans and De Poot (2008) used the theoretical concept of “social
opportunity structure” to describe social ties that provide access to prof-
itable criminal opportunities.1 Social opportunity structure is unequally
1 The notion of social opportunity structure combines concepts from differential op-
portunity structure (Cloward and Ohlin 1960), opportunity theory (Clarke and Felson
1993), and social network theory (e.g., Burt 1992; Morselli 2005).
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distributed across the population. Some people have social ties that give
them direct access to illegal opportunities. Examples include people with
transnational contacts that are needed to connect source countries of
narcotics to Western consumer markets, and people whose occupations
involve mobility, transport, and logistics. Social opportunity structure is
unequally distributed across age. Some younger offenders lack necessary
social ties, which partly explains why some become involved in organized
crime only at later ages. It also explains “late starters,” people without any
appreciable criminal history or people who switch from legal occupations
to organized crime careers.

To describe the general findings regarding criminal careers in orga-
nized crime, we have selected from major quantitative studies in the
Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Italy, and Australia.2 Three impor-
tant methodological considerations warrant preliminary mention. First,
all samples are selective and differ concerning why offenders were in-
cluded. Cullen (2011) argues that criminological research is dominated
by adolescents rather than “real,” older offenders. Because organized
crime often involves criminal activities later in life that can be discovered
only if the police investigate them, police priorities to a large extent in-
fluence the populations researchers can study. This may also be true
for other types of crime (our position), but concerning organized crime,
it is a fundamental issue. Investigative agency priorities may have a larger
effect on whether specific activities appear in organized crime data sets
than in data sets on high-volume crime. There are no convincing reasons,
however, why the risk of arrest (mainly for property and violent crime)
should differ very much between adolescent offenders, so investigative
agency effects should be less important. It makes little sense to try to gen-
eralize findings about organized crime careers to larger populations or to
take quantitative findings too literally. Large samples, however, even if
not generalizable to other populations, often incorporate large numbers
of offenders and diverse criminal activities and may focus attention on
underexposed phenomena, different types of offenders, and different
types of groups.

Second, quantitative methods reduce criminal activities to data points,
limiting capacity to take account of contextual information. Organized
crime activities, for example, often span longer periods but are still “data
2 In a systematic review of studies of recruitment into organized crime, Savona et al.
(2017) distinguished among quantitative studies (12), mixed-method studies (8), and many
qualitative ones (often with small sample sizes). They included gang research and focused
on recruitment.



394 Edward Kleemans and Vere van Koppen
points” in a longitudinal data set reflecting criminal careers. Further-
more, criminal activities can be measured in several ways (e.g., incidents,
arrests, prosecutions, convictions) in different studies and may have dif-
ferent meanings for different activities.

The third methodological consideration is that it is more important in
studies of organized crime careers to focus on qualitative findings than on
differences in quantitative findings. The latter may, to a large extent, re-
sult from sample and measurement differences. Within these data sets,
however, interesting comparisons can be made.

A. Criminal Careers Research in the Netherlands
Large scale work on criminal careers has been done on theNetherlands,

the United Kingdom, Australia, and Italy. We examine these literatures
in succession. We also discuss work on outlaw motorcycle gangs.

1. Criminal Careers, Persisters, and Adult Onset. Twenty years ago,
the Dutch minister of justice promised the parliament to report period-
ically on organized crime in the country. TheOrganizedCrimeMonitor,
a systematic, large-scale, and ongoing study into the nature of organized
crime, is the result. One hundred eighty criminal investigations have
been analyzed. Criminal groups (and investigations targeting groups or
networks) come in different shapes and sizes. On average in the Nether-
lands, 10 to 15 offenders work together, but investigations targeting
criminal networks of over 100 offenders also exist. Netherlands criminal
groups are generally not characterized by a stable, pyramid-shaped orga-
nization. Cooperation takes place in more flexible structures that can be
characterized as criminal networks with clusters and cliques. Some are
dense and operate locally; others are more fluid and operate internation-
ally. While many Dutch criminal groups are involved in production and
trafficking of drugs, the Dutch Organized Crime Monitor also includes
groups involved in other illegal activities, including human trafficking,
weapons smuggling, organized fraud, and money laundering. The main
sources of these data are files of closed Dutch police investigations of
criminal groups, often spanning 2 ormore years, combinedwith interviews
with experts such as public prosecutors and police investigators (Kleemans
2014a). These empirically rich case studies provide qualitative contextual
information about offenders’ criminal careers. These data were combined
with rap sheets from the Dutch Judicial Documentation System on indi-
vidual characteristics and official judicial records.
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The first large-scale study was based on quantitative and qualitative in-
formation about 979 offenders involved in 79 different cases that were
analyzed in the context of the Dutch Organized Crime Monitor (Klee-
mans and De Poot 2008). That study described differences with the gen-
eral offender population, different types of criminal careers (including
a substantial number of adult-onset offenders), and various mechanisms
through which offenders become involved in organized crime. Two main
conclusions stood out. First, juveniles were almost absent; most offend-
ers were in their 30s, 40s, or 50s, or older. Second, a substantial group of
adult-onset offenders was present in the data set: these were offenders with
no appreciable criminal history who apparently became involved in crime
only later in their lives. This finding proved to be robust in follow-up re-
search, on different criminal activities (drugs, fraud, and other activities)
and for different roles in criminal groups (leaders, coordinators, and lower-
level offenders; VanKoppen et al. 2010). Follow-up studies in other coun-
tries, including the United Kingdom, Australia, and Italy, which we dis-
cuss below, confirmed the presence of a substantial group of adult-onset
offenders in organized crime. This was unexpected because adult onset is
considered to be an anomaly in mainstream criminal career research, let
alone concerning more serious forms of crime such as organized crime.

Kleemans and De Poot (2008) analyzed the careers of 66 leaders and
“nodal” offenders to find out how their careers had developed. This
group consisted of 32 adult-onset offenders and 34 with longer careers.
A substantial share of leaders were adult-onset offenders who had
switched from legal occupations to organized crime. Among the 32 of-
fenders, 19 had backgrounds in legal trade including import and export;
13 had other prior occupations, including the business sector, the con-
struction industry, assembly, hotels and catering, financial services, and
government. Kleemans andDe Poot identified three types of adult-onset
leaders and nodal offenders: people who moved into criminal activities
from legal activities (opportunities arising during day-to-day work, par-
ticularly in organized fraud cases); people whose career switches from le-
gal to illegal commodities were motivated by the high profits to be made
trading in prohibited commodities such as narcotics; and people who
seized on criminal opportunities after experiencing significant life events
such as financial setbacks and problematic debt situations.

Kleemans and De Poot (2008) also analyzed the criminal careers of 92
“starters,” suspects who had no previous judicial contacts and had not
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“progressed” from high-volume crime to organized crime. Five involve-
ment mechanisms were identified: deliberate recruitment by criminal
groups; social ties and the social snowball effect; work ties; leisure activ-
ities and sidelines; and life events, including financial setbacks.We return
to this topic in Section II.

The quantitative and qualitative research into adult onset and criminal
careers provided a compelling case for taking the apparent anomaly of
adult onset seriously and for focusing onmore than individual differences
and long-term risk factors. Kleemans and De Poot (2008) stressed the
importance of “social opportunity structure,” social ties that provide ac-
cess to profitable criminal opportunities. As social opportunity structure
is unequally distributed across the population and across age, it might
also explain involvement, developments, and success in organized crime.

In follow-up research based on the Dutch Organized Crime Monitor,
these analyses were extended to larger populations (Van Koppen et al.
2010; Van der Geest, Van Koppen, and Kleemans 2020; Van Koppen
et al. 2019). Comparisons have beenmade with the general offender pop-
ulation (Van Koppen, De Poot, and Blokland 2010). Several studies have
found that certain professions provide opportunities for organized crime
activities (Kleemans and Van de Bunt 2008) and have focused on the re-
lationship between work and organized crime (Madarie and Kruisbergen
2020; Van der Geest, Van Koppen, and Kleemans 2020; Van Koppen
et al. 2019).

2. Adult Onset and Different Types of Careers. A follow-up study by
Van Koppen et al. (2010) used a larger data set and more qualitative in-
formation about different roles in criminal groups and different criminal
activities. A semiparametric group model was used to cluster 854 of-
fenders involved in 120 different organized crime cases into groups with
similar developmental trajectories. The most important finding relates
to the substantial group of adult-onset offenders (40 percent) and a group
without any previous criminal records (19 percent). The other groups
were early starters (11 percent) and persisters (30 percent).No earlier tra-
jectory study found such a large share of adult-onset offenders. One pos-
sible explanation is that particular roles in criminal groups relate to adult-
onset offending, for example, lower-level offenders. Another possibility
is that particular types of criminal activities account for adult onset. Or-
ganized fraud might, for example, be related primarily to adult onset,
while drug trafficking might primarily be related to early starters and
persisters.
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No clear relationship was found, however, between adult-onset offend-
ing and particular roles in criminal groups (e.g., leaders, coordinators,
lower-level offenders, others) or particular types of criminal activities such
as drug trafficking and organized fraud. Closely similar distributions
across trajectory groups were found for each type of criminal activity
and each type of role. Adult onset characterized offenders in different
roles and involved in different types of crimes. These findings turned
out to be quite robust. Although the quantitative findings should not be
generalized beyond the analyzed cases, within this data set they are very
relevant. The neglected case of adult onset turns out to be not an anomaly
but to characterize a substantial share of the studied population.

Because this studywas based on official records, the dark number prob-
lem might explain the substantial share of adult onset. We can never
know whether criminal records accurately reflect all criminal behavior
of an individual, and an individual who was first arrested as an adult
may have committed undetected crimes as a juvenile. It might be argued
that organized crime offenders are more successful in avoiding authori-
ties and more often incorrectly identified as an adult-onset offender.

That argument is unconvincing. Adult onset was systematically found
across offenders performing different roles from leader to lowest-level
actor and across offenders involved in diverse activities from drug traf-
ficking to organized fraud. That adult onset is real is shown by qualitative
life histories in which offenders shift from licit careers and licit occupa-
tional backgrounds to organized crime (Kleemans and De Poot 2008).
Interviews with imprisoned organized crime offenders also confirm the
existence and explanations of an adult onset (Van Koppen and De Poot
2013).

Van der Geest, Van Koppen, and Kleemans (2020) recently replicated
these findings, using a larger data set of 1,921 individuals from 180 orga-
nized crime cases in the Dutch Organized Crime Monitor. The main
focus was on socioeconomic factors such as employment and income
(which are discussed below). Offending trajectories were described, in-
cluding, in contrast to the earlier study, minor offenses dealt with by sub-
district judges. In this large sample, organized crime offenders had their
first judicial contact on average at age 27. Compared to the traditional
age-crime curve (e.g., Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990), offending stayed
relatively high and started dropping to a lower level only at age 50.

3. Differences with the General Offender Population. To learn how or-
ganized crime offenders differ from the general offender population, Van
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Koppen, De Poot, and Blokland (2010) analyzed the careers of 746 orga-
nized crime offenders included in 120 analyzed cases from theDutchOr-
ganized Crime Monitor. They used an age-matched comparison group
from the general offender population, which means that two offender
groups with the same age distribution were compared.

An unexpected finding was that many people in both samples had no
judicial contacts before adulthood. However, organized crime offenders
more often had previous judicial contacts than the general offenders, and
those contacts were farmore serious. Organized crime offenders thus dif-
fered from general offenders in the seriousness of their initial criminal
behavior (instead of age of onset, which for both groups was in their
mid-20s). The general findings were robust when distinguishing be-
tween drug crimes and organized fraud cases. These findings imply that
adult onset is not unique to organized crime offenders but is largely over-
looked in much research on high-volume crime populations because of
data restrictions and heavy reliance on prospective longitudinal studies.
A recent systematic review of prospective longitudinal studies suggests
that adult onset is present in these data sets but has been largely neglected
( Jolliffe et al. 2017).

B. Criminal Careers Research in the United Kingdom
Francis et al. (2013) analyzed the criminal careers of organized crime

offenders in the United Kingdom. Their data came not from criminal
investigations but from the Police National Computer (PNC) database,
a registry of all offenders sanctioned in England andWales. Because or-
ganized crime offenders are not separately identified in the PNC, they
selected 4,112 individuals convicted in 2007–10 of offenses “associated
with an involvement in organized crime” in terms of crime type, sentence
length (a minimum custodial sentence of 3 years), and being sentenced
along with at least one co-offender. Francis et al. (2013, p. 15) acknowl-
edge limitations of this complex and indirect selection procedure. The
majority of offenders (73 percent) were selected on the basis of a convic-
tion for a drugs-related offense and around 10 percent for having a con-
viction for a violent offense. Compared with Dutch Organized Crime
Monitor data, the sample of “organized crime offenders” is probably
more skewed toward high-volume and serious crime. The focus on a
minimum custodial sentence of 3 years probably overrepresents recid-
ivists of serious crimes. Similarities in findings for the organized crime
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offenders and a comparison group of serious crime offenders point in this
direction.

The sample was compared to two groups: general offenders and seri-
ous crime offenders. The serious crime offenders had received a mini-
mum 3-year custodial sentence between 2007 and 2010 but were not sen-
tenced with a co-offender, and their conviction offense was not among
the 185 identified as “likely” or “possibly” related to organized crime.
The average age of the organized crime offenders at the time of the con-
viction for the inclusion offense was 32 years, older than the general of-
fenders but similar to the serious crime offenders. Only 1 percent of or-
ganized crime offenders and serious crime offenders were under age 18 at
the time of their inclusion offense; this was much lower than for the gen-
eral offender group (19 percent). Fifty-seven percent of organized crime
offenders received their first sanction (court conviction or caution/warn-
ing/reprimand) before age 18 and 43 percent at age 18 years or older. Or-
ganized crime offenders had more prior sanctions than general offenders
(nine compared with three), and serious crime offenders had even more
(11).

Analysis of offending frequency by age indicated several routes into or-
ganized crime: “Two-thirds of organized crime offenders had offended
at a relatively low rate throughout their criminal careers. These included
a proportion who had offended very little before adulthood: for example,
1 in 10 did not reach their offending peak until into their 30s and showed
no fall in the rate of offending as they got older. Organized crime offend-
ers who followed the more conventional pattern of offending, peaking
in late teenage years before rapidly declining, made up less than one in
five (18%) of the sample” (Francis et al. 2013, p. 6).

C. Criminal Career Research in Australia
Fuller,Morgan, and Brown (2019) used two intelligence databases (the

National Criminal Target List and the National Police Reference Sys-
tem) to create a sample of 2,172 offenders identified by law enforcement
as being affiliated with an organized crime group (using a broad defini-
tion) and having an Australian criminal history. The majority had their
first criminal offense as adults: 25 percent before turning 18, 59 percent
at age 20 years or over, 30 percent at age 25 or over, and 10 percent at age
30 years or over. Offending was most common, and remained relatively
stable, throughout their 20s and early 30s. Offending frequency gradually
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increased during this period, as did the seriousness of offenses committed.
The findings of a substantial share of adult onset offenders and persis-
tence in offending in the adult years are consistent with the findings from
the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. Age at first offense and prev-
alence of offending varied by crime type. Certain offenses, especially those
associatedwith organized crime, weremore common among older offend-
ers (Fuller,Morgan, andBrown2019, p. 10). For example, thosewho com-
mitted drug offenses tended to be older than those who committed violent
or property offenses.

D. Italian Mafia Groups and Criminal Careers
Savona et al. (2020) analyzed the criminal careers of Italian mafia

members using the unique PROTONMafiaMember data set. It contains
information on all individuals who have received final convictions for
mafia offenses since the 1980s. The data set includes information onmore
than 11,000 individuals and 182,000 offenses. The study uses a three-level
approach, analyzing the macro-, meso-, and microdimensions of criminal
careers. The Italian mafia provides an interesting case for criminal career
research, as individual careers are nested within specific mafia families
that are part of wider mafia structures (the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, the Ne-
apolitan Camorra, the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta, and the Apulian mafias).
These different mafias often have distinctive geographic characteristics
and histories.

At the macrolevel, members of the different Italian mafias have differ-
ent types of criminal trajectories, although significant fractions exhibit
late onset and late persistence (Campedelli et al. 2019). At the mesolevel,
members of the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, the Neapolitan Camorra, the Ca-
labrian ‘Ndrangheta, and the Apulian mafias have very similar patterns,
although some distinctive differences emerge. At the microlevel, Italian
mafia members commit their first recorded crime, on average, at 25 (me-
dian 22). However, entrance into the mafia organization (marked by the
first mafia-associated offense) usually occurs later, on average at 34 (me-
dian 33). When analyzing differences between individuals with an early
or a late entrance into a mafia group (compared to a baseline group),
early recruits have fewer years of education and a different criminal pro-
file: they were more versatile in the types of crimes committed before
entering the mafia organization and committed less serious offenses
(compared to offenders who joined at an “average” age). For late re-
cruits, the opposite pattern was typical (compared to the baseline group).
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The authors conclude that violent and versatile offenders with less edu-
cation tend to enter the mafia groups at younger ages. Offenders are
usually recruited by the local mafia group in the province or region of
birth.

E. Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs and Criminal Careers
Blokland and Von Lampe (2020) review studies on outlaw motorcycle

gangs. Some “motor clubs,” particularly in various European countries
and Australia, have very high levels of members with criminal records.
Some of these clubs or their members are involved in organized crime
activities such as drug production, drug trafficking, and extortion. Club
activities and other members play significant roles in members’ daily
lives, raising the questions of whether and how the clubs influence the
criminal careers of members. Two recent studies have produced perti-
nent findings.

Blokland et al. (2019) compared criminal career data of a sample of
601 police-identified Dutch outlaw motorcycle gang members and an
age-matched comparison group of 300 non-gang-affiliated motorcycle
owners. Dutch outlaw bikers are more often convicted than the average
Dutch motorcyclist of minor, more serious, and violent crimes. Criminal
careers differed during the juvenile and early adult years, but also—and
more so—during the adult years. The results support an “enhancement”
hypothesis that combines two effects: selection of crime-prone individu-
als into motorcycle gangs and facilitation of criminal behavior while
there (for a more general review of peer influence and delinquency, see
McGloin and Thomas [2019]).

One problem of gang research is that membership is often treated as a
binary variable, contrasting those in a gang to those not in a gang, without
further differentiation. Such comparisons amplify possible selection ef-
fects. A more relevant comparison concerns members of more and less
criminal gangs (called “radical” and “conservative” gangs in themotorcy-
cle gangs literature). Van Deuren, Blokland, and Kleemans (2020) used
differences in early criminal careers of members of radical and conserva-
tive motorcycle gangs to examine their effects on members’ adult crim-
inal careers. Using a sample of 2,090 police-identified gang members,
they employed quasi-experimental methods (i.e., matching weights) to
control for selection bias in order to examine the effect of membership
in a radical motorcycle gang on adult crimes, particularly more serious
and organized ones. Membership in a radical motorcycle gang was
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associated with increased offending compared with membership in a
conservative one. Members of radical gangs were twice as likely to be
involved in organized crimes and were sentenced to prison twice as of-
ten. This supports the enhancement hypothesis: gangs select more
crime-prone individuals as members, butmembership facilitates criminal
behavior.

F. Conclusions on Criminal Careers in Organized Crime
Criminal careers in organized crime are different from those that typ-

ify the literature on high-volume crime. First, offenders involved in or-
ganized crime are generally older, and juveniles are nearly absent. Second,
organized crime offenders more often have previous judicial contacts than
does the general offender population and for far more serious offenses.
Third, criminal careers in organized crime are generally characterized by
a relatively late onset (in the adult years); all studies find significant shares
of adult-onset offenders. Fourth, criminal career patterns differ for various
groups, including early starters, adult-onset offenders, and offenders with
no previous judicial contacts. Fifth, differences seem to exist between
early starters and adult-onset offenders, particularly regarding education
and work as well as criminal profile. Different involvement mechanisms
may be at work.
II. Involvement Mechanisms and Recruitment
This section discusses the social embeddedness of organized crime and
involvement mechanisms. Specific topics relate to the intergenerational
continuity of organized crime and transmission in family structures and
the relationship between work and organized crime.

A. Social Embeddedness
Social ties are an essential element in understanding successful in-

volvement in organized crime (Kleemans and Van de Bunt 1999, p. 19).
Family and friendship relations and introductions to third parties are im-
portant, as they help create a basic level of trust in a risky, unregulated
environment. Existing social ties are used or illegal business relationships
must be built. Strong social bonds, such as family relationships and mar-
riage, provide a solid basis for trust but may not offer contacts and capabil-
ities that are needed for particular criminal activities. Many organized
crime activities need both “criminal capital” and “conventional capital.”
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Some offenders have strong connections with other offenders (criminal
capital) but lack access to people whose conventional jobs, businesses, or
specialized knowledge provide access to production locations, storage,
(transnational) transport, money transactions, and investments. Many in-
volvement mechanisms relate to social relationships associated with crim-
inal capital or conventional capital.

Kleemans and De Poot (2008) analyzed, in addition to the careers of
66 leaders described earlier, the careers of 92 “starters,” offenders who
had no prior judicial contacts and who had not “progressed” from high-
volume crime to organized crime. They distinguished five involvement
mechanisms: deliberate recruitment by criminal groups; social ties and the
social snowball effect; work ties; leisure activities and sidelines; and life
events, including financial setbacks.

The first mechanism, deliberate recruitment, makes clear that mem-
bers of existing criminal groups look for potential co-offenders for var-
ious reasons. The types of co-offenders needed depend on the nature of
the criminal group and the nature of envisaged criminal activities. An or-
ganized crime group that produces and transports drugs, for example,
may need international truck drivers.

The second mechanism, social ties and the social snowball effect, is a
general mechanism with many different, concrete manifestations. It is
related to the dynamic nature of many criminal networks and to the
transfer of knowledge and contacts. Once individuals become involved
in organized crime through social ties, they become less dependent on
other people’s resources (such as money, knowledge, and contacts) and
can attract people from their own social environment (Kleemans and
Van de Bunt 1999, p. 33). This social snowball effect differs from tradi-
tional views on recruitment, which assume that criminal organizations
recruit outsiders to do dirty jobs, who may then climb the organizational
ladder by proving their capability. Stable organizations with (some) ter-
ritorial control exist or have existed in specific areas and periods, so spe-
cific circumstances may also influence how people become involved or
get “recruited.”

The other mechanisms involve kinds of social links that may be forged
between potential co-offenders. The third arises in work settings (dis-
cussed in Sec. II.C). The fourth relates to leisure activities and locations
where people from different social and criminal worlds meet. This may
occur in local cafés, shooting clubs, drug outlets, and similar places be-
tween people who usually live in different social worlds and do not meet
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one another in their ordinary daily lives (Kleemans and De Poot 2008,
p. 81). The fifth mechanism involves negative life events, such as a finan-
cial setback, losing a job, a problematic debt situation, or bankruptcy.
This may create or deepen contacts with “generous” moneylenders or
“employers.”

Savona et al. (2017) produced a systematic review of the social, psy-
chological, and economic factors relating to criminalization and recruit-
ment to organized crime. A practical problem in reviewing these studies
is that many focused on the functioning of organized crime groups in
general; only some focused on recruitment or on criminal careers of in-
dividual offenders. The contexts of these studies vary widely, ranging
from mafia groups which control territory to transnational drug traf-
ficking networks and local gangs. Savona and his colleagues nonetheless
paint a vivid picture and describe findings for different types of orga-
nized crime groups. The main findings relate to social and economic
factors; psychological factors play a minor role in their studies. These
factors are highly interrelated and sometimes apply more to one type
of organized crime group than to others.

The most important factors are consistently shown to be violent atti-
tudes and behavior, criminal background, low economic status, and par-
ticular social relations:

First, violence characterizes OCGs [organized crime groups] activities
and is often used to reinforce one’s status within the organization.
Second, people who turn to OC [organized crime] usually have a
significant criminal history and/or a prison background resulting from
their proneness to violent and risk-taking behavior. Third, people
living in poor and socially disorganized areas experience the lack of
access to legitimate means to attain commonly accepted goals. These
mechanisms affect individuals’ satisfaction and success, promoting the
search of illegal alternatives to overcome these difficulties. Fourth,
social relations also play a crucial role in the involvement into OCGs.
Social proximity and interactions with members of OCGs promote the
participation in OC. This includes kinship and other blood ties, al-
lowing to enhance mutual trust and loyalty. (Savona et al. 2017, p. 46)

Savona and his colleagues highlight differences associated with differ-
ent types of organizations. Many of the studies relate to Italian mafia
groups and gangs. They often rely on kinship and blood ties and use ini-
tiation rituals to reinforce their group identity. These rituals and cultural
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factors also apply to some gangs, although we do not think most gangs
and their activities qualify as organized crime in terms either of struc-
tures of cooperation or the harms their activities cause. For other types
of organized crime groups, Savona et al. (2017) stress other factors. Re-
cruitment into drug trafficking organizations is mostly driven by mone-
tary returns. For other types of organization, individuals enter during
adulthood “as they develop specialized expertise and social ties with
criminals only later in life” (Savona et al. 2017, p. 46).
B. Intergenerational Continuity
Anecdotal evidence from case studies, biographies, and autobiogra-

phies shows that the social embeddedness of organized crime has impli-
cations for its intergenerational continuity (Savona et al. 2017; Kemp,
Zolghadriha, and Gill 2019). Besemer et al. (2017) show in their system-
atic review and meta-analysis of intergenerational transmission of crim-
inal behavior that a specific focus on organized crime families is often
lacking in more general quantitative studies. Several exploratory studies
with small samples suggest that children of organized crime offenders
are at high risk of intergenerational continuity of involvement (e.g., Sergi
2018; Van Dijk, Kleemans, and Eichelsheim 2019; Spapens and Moors
2019).

Sergi (2018) explored proceedings of the Youth Tribunal of Reggio
Calabria in southern Italy aimed at protecting children in families inwhich
one or both parents are investigated for mafia offenses. The study, focus-
ing on sociocultural transmission of ‘Ndrangheta culture, shows that the
prevention of this transmission has become an essential part of child pro-
tection measures. Parental authority can be revoked by the Youth Tribu-
nal. Analysis of case files shows that the tribunal makes explicit connec-
tions between parental failures to educate children and the children’s risk
of becoming involved in deviance and crime.

A recent project in the Netherlands extensively investigated the na-
ture and extent of intergenerational continuity of crime among children
of organized crime offenders (Van Dijk, Kleemans, and Eichelsheim
2019). It studied 25 organized crime offenders based in Amsterdam and
48 of their children age 19 or older. Ninety one percent of the 23 sons
were known offenders according to police data, 52 percent had com-
mitted more than four crimes, and 43 percent had been imprisoned one
or more times. Sons had earlier ages of onset than their fathers (sons:
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16 years, fathers: 23.5 years). The story with daughters was different.Half
had criminal records, primarily for only one minor crime.

A qualitative in-depth analysis was carried out of all members of 14 of
the 25 families in police files, justice department files, and child protec-
tion service files. Intergenerational transmission seems to be facilitated
by mediating risk factors, including the mother’s inadequate parenting
skills, the father’s “notorious” or violent reputation, and deviant social
learning. Finally, the results suggest a wider effect of both violence com-
mitted outside the house and domestic violence on intergenerational
transmission. Violence also appeared in the children’s leisure activities
(boxing) and in socialization into what is seen as normal behavior. The
father’s crimes tend to result in a violent reputation for the whole family,
which attracted criminal friends and co-offenders for sons and had an ad-
verse effect on child-protection services’ access to these families. There
seemed to be a “family cycle of multiplying violence and retreating
agencies” (Van Dijk, Kleemans, and Eichelsheim 2019, p. 359). Child-
protection workers appeared to be hesitant to approach these families and
did not use interventions that are normal in less serious cases. The “closed”
family systems and use of violence and drugs may be part of a deviant life-
style and subculture in organized crime families in the Netherlands.

Spapens and Moors (2019) studied seven families in the southern
Netherlands that had produced a criminal group leader in at least one
generation. The starting point was the generation that produced a crim-
inal leader (based on investigations completed in the second half of the
1990s and the first half of the 2000s); at least three generations were
studied. Data were collected from local and regional archives, the pop-
ulation registration database, interviews with practitioners who had been
involved with the families, and police files. Most male and female family
members in almost every generation had criminal records, but intergen-
erational transmission of leadership roles had occurred only in two fam-
ilies. Assortative mating appeared to be the explanation: family members
selected partners and friends from their own closed and deviant subcul-
tures and seemed to favor those with criminal records. The seven fam-
ilies quickly took advantage of emerging crime markets, particularly the
sudden booms in synthetic drug production and indoor cannabis culti-
vation beginning in the 1990s.

Van Dijk et al. (2019) reported on a large-scale study of intergenera-
tional continuity of crime among children of organized crime offenders,
based on a national sample of children of organized crime offenders.
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Judicial and police data on 478 convicted organized crime offenders and
their children (116 years) were examined to study offspring’s involve-
ment in criminal behavior; factors that might influence that involve-
ment; and the relative risk, compared to a general population compari-
son group, of intergenerational continuity of offending. Nearly half of
the children of organized crime offenders had a criminal record. Sons
were significantly more at risk of offending than daughters (59.3 percent
vs. 29.8 percent) and committed more serious crimes. The risk of of-
fending seemed to increase strongly with age, which might explain the
slightly lower rate of children with criminal records, compared to the pi-
lot study on 25 Amsterdam-based organized crime offenders and their
children (of 19 years and older; Van Dijk, Kleemans, and Eichelsheim
2019). Children of female organized crime offenders were at significantly
higher risk of offending, compared to children of male organized crime
offenders. To examine the relative risk of intergenerational continuity of
offending, a comparison was made with a randomly selected group of
parents and children from the general population with similar age, gen-
der, and ethnic backgrounds. The results showed that having an orga-
nized crime offender as a parent was a strong and significant predictor
of offspring offending. Children of convicted organized crime offenders
were three timesmore at risk of criminal behavior in general, and 10 times
more at risk of drug-related crime, compared with children in the com-
parison group. These were higher odds than the odds ratio found by
Besemer et al. (2017) in their meta-analysis on intergenerational continu-
ity of general offenses (pooled OR p 2.4).

Children of organized crime offenders seem to be at a higher risk of
intergenerational continuity of crime. General explanatory mechanisms
include the cycle of deprivation, mediating risk factors (family factors,
individual factors, mesofactors), assortative mating, social learning, and
self-fulfilling prophecy (police bias; Farrington 2002). The cycle of dep-
rivation does not apply to these children, at least in financial terms; how-
ever, deprivation in terms of drug use and other lifestyle characteristics
might play a role. As in other studies of intergenerational continuity,
mediating risk factors are found on various levels as are social learning
and cultural transmission. Van Dijk, Kleemans, and Eichelsheim (2019)
suggest that the problematic socialization environment characterized by
violent role models, violent conflict resolution styles, and exposure to
domestic and other violence may explain the increased relative risk of
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intergenerational continuity. Processes of assortative mating seem to be
strongly present and may be related to the social embeddedness of orga-
nized crime activities. Finally, police bias may play a role, as children of
organized crime offenders may be more visible and receive more police
attention than other children do. By contrast, preventive actions by youth
care institutions are hindered by “closed” family systems and their violent
reputations.

C. Work
Employment may have diverse effects. Savona et al. (2017) show that

mafia groups embedded in disadvantaged areas draw on the ample avail-
ability of unemployed and disadvantaged people. For other types of or-
ganized crime, employment and particular occupations may provide op-
portunities for involvement and work settings may function as offender
convergence settings (cf. Felson 2006, pp. 98–99). Five studies, based on
the Dutch Organized CrimeMonitor, have provided interesting insights
into the relationship between work and organized crime (Kleemans and
Van de Bunt 2008; Van Koppen 2013; Madarie and Kruisbergen 2020;
Van der Geest, Van Koppen, and Kleemans 2020; Van Koppen et al.
2019). Research based on police files has also touched on the relation-
ship between work and organized crime (Salinas and Regadera 2016) as
have studies based on offender interviews (e.g., Decker and Chapman
2008, pp. 88–113; Van Koppen and De Poot 2013; Wang 2013; May
and Bhardwa 2018).

Wang (2013) used information on the criminal careers of 182 incarcer-
ated drug traffickers in the United Kingdom from interviews conducted
by the Matrix Knowledge Group (2007). Weak conventional capital (e.g.,
legitimate employment) seems to be associated with an early onset into
trafficking careers. This is triggered by an offer coming from a friend
or family member or self-initiation. The level at which offenders entered
drug trafficking depended on both criminal capital and conventional cap-
ital: “A satisfactory financial situation increases the likelihood of becom-
ing a middle or upper level starter. Legitimate employment is also asso-
ciated with entry levels, but it is only significant when comparing lower
level to middle level starters. However, the content analysis suggests that
the type of legitimate jobs might have some impact to facilitate access to
higher level positions in the illicit drug trade” (Wang 2013, p. 91).

Kleemans and Van de Bunt (2008) examined the relationship between
employment and organized crime, using police files of 1,623 organized
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crime offenders involved in 120 different investigations. Many organized
criminal activities were embedded in work relationships and work set-
tings. Particular professions were frequently encountered. First, pro-
fessions providing international contacts and international travel may
lead to the discovery of opportunities for criminal activities and routine
activities that facilitate these opportunities. This may explain the fre-
quent occurrence of people engaged in professions related to mobility,
transport, and logistics. Second, individual freedom of movement and
autonomy seemed to be important. This might explain the frequent in-
volvement of directors of small businesses, independent professionals,
and employees of larger companies and banks who have considerable au-
tonomy. Autonomy and freedom of movement make it easier to combine
licit and illicit activities. Third, the social character of some professions
may be important, as frequent meetings with different kinds of people
present opportunities for finding suitable co-offenders.

Other research based on the Dutch Organized Crime Monitor con-
firmed thatmany organized crime offenders owned a business, often one re-
lated to their criminal activities. Some offenders started their company with
legal intentions but found that the business provided criminal opportuni-
ties. Other businesses served only as cover for criminal activities. A busi-
ness can be used for criminal purposes in three ways: for logistic support
(e.g., storage), to legitimize criminal activity (e.g., to cover drug trans-
ports), and for money laundering (Van Koppen 2013; Kruisbergen, Klee-
mans, and Kouwenberg 2015).

Airports provide a prime example of a work setting that can facilitate
organized crime activities (Kleemans and Van de Bunt 2008). Madarie
and Kruisbergen (2020) analyzed the role of work in logistical nodes,
such as airports (11 cases) and ports (5 cases), using information from
the Dutch Organized Crime Monitor. Three tactics to smuggle drugs
without getting caught were described. First, by evading security checks,
for example, by hiding drugs in prepared luggage or people (swallowing
balls of drugs or hiding them close to or in their bodies). Second, by
completely avoiding security checks, for example, by using contacts with
people who—through work privileges—are not subject to them. This
can include recruitment of ex-colleagues. Third, by neutralizing security
checks, for example, by corrupting police or customs officers.

Social and work-related embeddedness was described in detail. People
are approached through social contacts and a social snowball effect oc-
curs. The most frequent occur through family and work relationships.
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Involvement of colleagues can be facilitated by a permissive culture that
allows offenders to approach potential co-offenders relatively easily.
Work-related factors include autonomy, mobility, and similarities be-
tween licit and illicit activities (which makes combining them easier).
Mobility also stimulates the discovery of new opportunities. Two other
work-related factors include social capital and work-specific expertise and
skills. These may make particular employees especially attractive to crim-
inal groups. Contacts with employees at logistical nodes are relatively
scarce but of great importance for the successful execution of drug smug-
gling activities.

Interview studies also show that individuals employed in specific sec-
tors, such as logistics or finance, or certain positions (i.e., working inde-
pendently or unsupervised), are more vulnerable to involvement in orga-
nized crime activities (see, e.g., Van Koppen and De Poot 2013; Wang
2013; May and Bhardwa 2018).

The qualitative studies make it clear that relations between work and
organized crime should be studied in more depth. Unemployment and
lack of income may attract people to illegal activities (the standard view
in life-course criminology and in part of the organized crime literature).
However, the qualitative studies demonstrate that specific types of em-
ployment and specific work settings provide opportunities for illegal ac-
tivities and for combining licit and illicit activities.

The relationship between work and organized crime has been ana-
lyzed in-depth in an analysis of the offending careers of 1,912 offenders
in the Dutch Organized Crime Monitor (Van der Geest, Van Koppen,
and Kleemans 2020; Van Koppen et al. 2019). A detailed description was
provided of the shape and content of offending careers and of the rela-
tionship of these offending careers with socioeconomic factors such as
employment and income.

Five important conclusions emerged. First, organized crime offenders
were, on average, 27 years old at their first judicial contact, and offending
remained relatively high until it started dropping at age 50. Second, no
effect of employment on crime was found for the total sample, but inter-
esting differences emerged for different roles in criminal organizations.
A significant positive effect of employment on offending was found for
leaders and coordinators; this is a different pattern than is found in the
general literature on employment and offending. Employment increased
offending by 31 percent for leaders and 46 percent for coordinators. Em-
ployment had a small preventive effect for those in other roles, accounting
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for a 7 percent reduction in offending. Third, no effect of employment on
offendingwas found for subgroups distinguished by type of organized crime
activity. Fourth, trajectory analyses distinguished six groups: high-frequency
offenders (3.9 percent), early onset offenders (11.2 percent),mid-onset of-
fenders (9.7 percent), late-onset offenders (12 percent), low-frequency
offenders (29.8 percent), and sporadic offenders (33percent). Fifth, offend-
ers with lower offense frequency trajectories seemed to do better on em-
ployment outcomes. No effect of employment on offending was found
for any of the trajectory groups.

A study based on the same data set focused, among other things, on
the effects on offending of employment, self-employment (having your
own business), and employment on the payroll (Van Koppen et al. 2019).
Fixed-effects models showed the effects of employment, self-employment,
and employment on the payroll. Being employed, in general, was not
associated with offending for organized crime offenders. Having your own
business, however, was associated with a 30 percent increase in offending
for the full sample and a 60 percent increase for leaders.
III. Continuity and Discontinuity
Many questions regarding continuity and discontinuity in criminal
careers in organized crime remain unsolved. First, the diversity of crim-
inal career patterns seems to be at odds with the dominant adolescence-
limited offenders versus life-course persistent offenders patterns from
developmental and life-course criminology and requires further explora-
tion. Second, concepts from the general criminal careers literature, such
as “specialization,” “escalation,” “life events,” and “desistance,” are hard
to use or seem to have different meanings for careers in organized crime.
Third, co-offending and the social embeddedness of criminal careers in
organized crime are barely understood and difficult to study, particularly
for larger populations of offenders and using quantitative research meth-
ods. As a result, the role of co-offending “has been one of the most ill-
studied of all criminal career dimensions” (Piquero, Farrington, and
Blumstein 2007, p. 120). For careers in organized crime, this is also true,
even though co-offending is a key issue and an “anomaly” for high-volume
crime, the age-co-offending curve tends to decrease after adolescence
(Van Mastrigt and Carrington 2019).

The analyses of larger organized crime data sets paint a diverse picture
of criminal careers, including early starters and adult-onset offenders,
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and careers with varying intensity over the life course. Criminal careers
often start after adolescence and continue over a long period, if they ever
stop (or if offenders get killed). General theories of desistance, which
stress important life events (Laub and Sampson 2003), are at odds with
the temporal careers and life circumstances of organized crime offend-
ers, who often combine careers in organized crime with work, relation-
ships, and children. Concepts such as “specialization” and “escalation”
seem to have little salience when analyzing these criminal careers. Spe-
cialization is a murky concept, as it depends on the length of a criminal
career, the offense categories used, and the roles in these calculations of
dataconcerningone-shotversuscontinuouscriminalactivities.Organized
crime offenders commit nonorganized crimes, but many of their crimes
are related to organized crime and are committed with co-offenders. To
give an example: Is an offender who has committed one burglary, been
convicted for one bar fight, and now mainly traffics cocaine from South
America to Europe a “generalist” or a “specialist”? And, is an offender
involved in trafficking all kinds of drugs from mainland Europe to the
United Kingdom a “specialist” or a “generalist”? Finally, it is far from
clear whether it is useful to study individual specialization, when orga-
nized crime offending by definition requires co-offenders and criminal
networks. Criminal groups and collaborations are as, or even more, im-
portant than is the individual offender. Efforts to examine specialization
by organized crime offenders, despite all these methodological issues, con-
clude that there is little evidence of specialization (Francis et al. 2013; Ful-
ler, Morgan, and Brown 2019).

Organized crime offenders generally differ from the general offender
population in one way: from the onset of their careers they commit more
serious offenses. A comparison between Dutch organized crime offenders
and the Dutch general offender population, for example, showed that of-
fenders who were ever involved in organized crime were twice as often
sentenced to prison following their first judicial contact (Van Koppen,
De Poot, and Blokland 2010). Compared with general offenders they spend
almost twice as long behind bars.

Many concepts related to criminal careers generally are difficult to ap-
ply to organized crime offenders. Analyses of career continuity and discon-
tinuity should therefore rely more on qualitative analyses of offenders’ life
course than on quantitative analyses of criminal records. Data for qualita-
tive analyses are available from intensive police investigations, statements of
defectors, interviews with offenders, biographies, and autobiographies
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(Morselli 2005; Savona et al. 2017; Kemp, Zolghadriha, and Gill 2019).
Morselli (2005) produced seminal work using a social network perspec-
tive. Drawing on two extensive case studies (based on an autobiography
and testimony from an FBI informant), he proposed that developments
in criminal careers can be explained by deliberate choices people make
to invest in particular relationships. He devoted attention to “brokerage”
across structural holes in social networks (cf. Burt 1992); people
connecting disconnected parts of networks have a “strategic position” that
offers diverse strategic and economic benefits.

Challenges in using biographies, autobiographies, and life histories
include representativeness and reliability (hereafter we refer to both biog-
raphies and autobiographies as “biographies”). These sources may over-
represent exceptional, and long, careers and more talkative informants
who sometimes have hidden motives for publishing their stories or their
version of the story. And do biographies paint a reliable picture of actual
individual behavior and mechanisms in larger criminal networks? In a bi-
ography, the individual is the center of the universe; in organized crime,
the individual is only one part of the story amid a larger network of inter-
acting offenders. Biographies, interviews, and intensive case studies may
nonetheless reveal important theoretical mechanisms that explain the de-
velopment of careers in organized crime.

Some of these mechanisms resemble patterns described in general re-
views of research on involvement mechanisms and recruitment. Others
may be specific to organized crime and progression from high-volume
crime to more profitable organized crime activities. Strategic invest-
ments in relationships, as Morselli (2005) suggested, may be one of these
mechanisms. Kleemans and De Poot (2008), using cases from the Dutch
Organized Crime Monitor, distinguished four types of “growth mecha-
nisms” in the careers of nodal offenders who progressed from high-
volume crime in adolescence to organized crime in adulthood. The first
was the versatile but regionally constrained “local hero.” For these of-
fenders, versatility is a product of the illicit and licit opportunities local
embeddedness provides, but also of the constraints and limited contacts
of the local context. The second category involves progression through
an increase in scale, often related to specialization, particularly in inter-
national drug trafficking. The third relates to progression through fi-
nancial capital accumulation. Offenders who can accumulate capital be-
come more central players in criminal networks, are able to invest in
drug transports (while refraining from hands-on activities), and become
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“background operators” (by investing in semilegal or legal activities and
generating legal income). The fourth relates to expertise, contacts, and
network formation. Individuals assume central positions in criminal net-
works when other offenders and criminal groups need their contacts and
expertise. The behavior both of the individual offender and of actors in
the wider criminal network are important.

Morselli, Tremblay, and McCarthy (2006) argued that mentors are
crucial in finding profitable criminal activities and learning to cope with
the risks of a life in crime. The study, based on a survey of adult male
offenders held in provincial Quebec prisons, focused not on organized
crime but on profitable criminal activities. A substantial proportion of re-
spondents reported that an influential individual, whom they character-
ized as a mentor, introduced them to a criminal milieu. Morselli, Trem-
blay, and McCarthy (2006) do not focus on stakes in conformity as an
explanation for engaging or not engaging in criminal activities. Instead,
they focus on how offenders obtain access to profitable criminal activities
and learn to live with the risks of crime. This implies working toward
greater, continuous benefits and either reducing risks or learning to live
with them. Both adaptations are crucial for a continuing adult career in
crime. How individuals, co-offenders, and criminal networks cope with
them needs a lot of research effort, as do when, how, and why offenders
desist from organized crime.
IV. Conclusion, Discussion, and Future Research
The emerging research on criminal careers in organized crime presents
challenges tomainstreamdevelopmental and life-course criminology con-
cerning basic assumptions. Large-scale, quantitative studies demonstrate
that criminal careers in organized crime are different from those shown in
the literature on high-volume crime. Organized crime offenders are gen-
erally older, and juveniles are nearly absent. Their careers are generally
characterized by a relatively late onset in the adult years, and all studies
find a significant share of adult-onset offenders. Finally, different crimi-
nal career patterns exist for various groups, including early starters, adult-
onset offenders, and offenders with no previous judicial contacts.

Access to profitable criminal opportunities through social relations (“so-
cial opportunity structure”) is a vital issue in criminal careers research
that is often overlooked by focusing primarily on adolescence and
high-volume crime and by failing to encompass adult offenders engaged
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in more profitable organized crimes, white-collar crimes, and cyber-
crimes. In terms of social harms and criminal incomes, it is hard to explain
why these important crimes fall outside the focus of mainstream develop-
mental and life-course criminology. Practical research problems and
principal reliance on large longitudinal studies provide understandable
explanations.

The presence of many adult-onset offenders in organized crime chal-
lenges the conventional idea that a criminal career, particularly in orga-
nized crime, should be preceded by crime in adolescence.Early onset
offenders are found in organized crime, but other types of career pat-
terns, including adult- and late-onset offenders, are evident in various
countries and data sets we discuss. These groups of offenders cannot
be treated as an anomaly but require serious theoretical and empirical
attention.

The findings we present apply to various types of organized crime,
ranging from locally rooted Italian mafia groups to international transit
crime, including smuggling networks. Future research should attempt to
find explanations for late-onset offending. Traditional theories explain
why young people engage in delinquent and criminal behavior but not
why adults—often with a family and a conventional job—participate in
serious criminal activities. To study late-onset offenders, longitudinal
studies must follow organized crime offenders for considerable periods
of time and be able to address recurring problems such as sample attrition
and self-selection.

Qualitative research suggests that different involvement mechanisms
affect early starters and adult-onset offenders, particularly regarding ed-
ucation and work. Involvement mechanisms include social ties and the so-
cial snowball effect, work ties, leisure activities and sidelines, life events (in-
cluding financial setbacks), and deliberate recruitment by criminal groups.
The first mechanism, social ties and the social snowball effect, is a very
general mechanism and has various, concrete manifestations, depending
on the context. One concerns intergenerational continuity in organized
crime: children of organized crime offenders are at much higher risk of in-
tergenerational continuity of crime than is the general population.

Recruitment by criminal groups also depends on the structure of crim-
inal groups and the types of expertise required for specific activities.
Savona et al. (2017) demonstrated interesting differences between locally
rooted Italian mafia groups and other types of criminal organizations.
The mafia groups often rely on kinship and blood ties and use initiation
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rituals among affiliates to reinforce their group identity. Other factors
characterize other types of organized crime groups. Monetary consider-
ations mostly drive recruitment for drug trafficking organizations. For
other types of organizations, Savona et al. (2017, p. 46) conclude that in-
dividuals enter during adulthood “as they develop specialized expertise
and social ties with criminals only later in life.”

Employment may also have different effects for involvement in orga-
nized crime. Savona et al. (2017) show that mafia groups, embedded in
disadvantaged areas, benefit from the ample availability of unemployed
and disadvantaged people. For other types of organized crime, employ-
ment and particular occupations may provide opportunities for involve-
ment and work settings may function as “offender convergence settings.”
Qualitative and quantitative studies demonstrate that specific types of
employment and specific work settings provide opportunities for illegal
activities and for combining licit and illicit activities. Future research
should try to unravel the role and context of employment for involve-
ment in different types of crime. It should attend not only to the general
effects of employment but also distinguish between various types of oc-
cupations and various sectors.

Explanations for crime and for criminal careers are often sought in
stakes in conformity. This applies to risk factors and protective factors,
which are central in developmental and life-course criminology, but also
to standard explanations for why people start, continue, or stop com-
mitting high-volume crime, stressing important life events. Important
as these life events may be, they operate differently in organized crime
careers and the life circumstances of organized crime offenders. Steffens-
meier and Ulmer (2005) argue that desistance cannot be explained only
by stakes in conformity and that lack of profitable criminal opportunities
may also be relevant. Future research should explore how life events re-
late to organized crime offending in general and to adult-onset organized
crime offenders in particular. It should take into account that the timing
of crime onset differs from early starters and that it often coincides with
an adult life of marriage, family, or work.

Large longitudinal data collections have become increasingly common
but mostly target only one part of the total offender population and a
specific time span (adolescence and early adulthood; Farrington 2003).
They neglect the most serious types of offenders and the most serious
forms of crime.

The distinctive patterns that research on criminal careers in organized
crime documents should be studied in depth along with other theoretical
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mechanisms and questions. The fundamental question about early starters
in crime should not be how they differ from the general population in
terms of risk and protective factors but why and how some of them gain
access to profitable criminal opportunities after adolescence and others
have unsuccessful criminal careers.

More qualitative studies with larger emphasis on criminal careers in
organized crime are needed. Large-scale quantitative studies are based
on police records that are by definition selective and influenced by police
priorities. Qualitative research could focus on describing and explaining
involvement, continuity, and discontinuity of criminal careers through
the use of rich police investigation files, testimonies from cooperating
witnesses, and offender interviews. Life histories can be reconstructed
that include both individual pathways and the social contexts of offending
and criminal careers. Selective police priorities should not be viewed as a
deficit (“police bias”) but as a potential asset. A wealth of knowledge can
result from a specific and selective focus on, for example, dominant Italian
mafia groups in particular territories or on outlaw motorcycle gangs and
their involvement in organized crime activities.

One important question is whether “organized crime” should be used
as an “umbrella concept.” It could make sense to differentiate between
different types of criminal groups (e.g., locally rooted mafia groups in-
volved in racketeering vs. more flexible networks involved in transit
crime) and different types of criminal activities.

There may also be many similarities among organized crime groups
and participants in diverse other criminal activities. This also applies to
parallel phenomena, such as white-collar crime and cybercrime. White-
collar crime research addresses adult-onset offenders, various types of ca-
reers (including early and late starters), and the importance of work set-
tings (e.g., Weisburd and Waring 2001; Levi 2008; Leeper Piquero and
Weisburd 2009;VanOnna 2018). VanOnna (2018), for example, analyzed
criminal careers of 644 prosecuted fraudsters and found a large share of
adult-onset offenders (78 percent) and diverse career patterns, including
“typical criminals” who started early in high-volume crime. Criminal ca-
reers of cybercrime offenders may be similar to those in organized crime,
as they may also be characterized by a different meaning of employment.

Finally, the most urgent priority for future research on criminal careers
in organized crime is to incorporate the role of co-offenders in explaining
individual criminal behavior. Co-offending research centers on youths be-
cause young people often commit crimes with others (Reiss and Far-
rington 1991; Lantz and Ruback 2017). Theoretical explanations usually



418 Edward Kleemans and Vere van Koppen
rely on an adolescent context. Criminal careers in organized crime are
analyzed almost exclusively by using quantitative data, without taking into
account the clustering of offenders within groups. Future work should in-
corporate co-offending in criminal careers models. Richer qualitative re-
search could also be helpful in explaining the mechanisms through which
individuals influence the criminal behavior of others. The thriving field
of developmental and life-course criminology can take a next step and
respond to Reiss’s call by taking co-offending in criminal careers more
seriously.
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A network approach helps us better specify and model collaboration among
people involved in organized crime. The focus on collaboration raises the
boundary specification problem:Where do criminal organizations start, where
do they end, and who is involved? Traditional approaches sometimes assume
the existence of simple, rigid structures when complexity and fluidity are
the norms. A network approach embraces this complexity conceptually
and provides methodological guidelines for clarifying boundaries. Boundary
specification in organized crime helps solve four puzzles. First, social bound-
aries: a network approach reduces confusion about social boundaries as
criminal entrepreneurs interact with criminals and noncriminals in diverse
contexts, only some of them illicit. Second, boundaries of group member-
ship: network data and methods obviate the need for formal membership
attributions. Third, ethnic boundaries network analyses reveal that the effec-
tive boundaries of criminal organizations are based on social relations, not
attributes such as ethnicity. Fourth, recruitment: attending to the larger social
environments in which organizations are embedded provides a clearer view
of how mechanisms of recruitment cross seemingly rigid boundaries between
members and prospective members.
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Social network analysis has transformed conceptualization of crime and
delinquency over the past 20 years. Criminological theories centered on
social factors can now be tested with better data and measures that pro-
vide more sophisticated demonstrations of the mechanisms involved.
Social network theory and data have provided novel insights, most nota-
bly that better understanding of the structure of networks in which in-
dividuals are embedded can improve understanding of the intensity of
their involvement in crime (Haynie 2001; Papachristos et al. 2011). So-
cial network analysis has been used effectively in a variety of subfields in
criminology, including studies of peer influences on juvenile offenders
(e.g., Haynie 2001; Weerman 2011; Young 2011) and research on gang
violence (e.g., Papachristos 2009, 2013).

The effects of social network analysis on organized crime research have
been substantial. “Organized crime” implies forms of criminality that can-
not escape the social, in more ways than one. The word “organized” ex-
presses the idea that individuals form social structures of collaboration in
order to generate flows of criminal activity. As with other forms of crimi-
nality, with organized crime comes secrecy; the higher stakes involved, and
the need for continuity, imply a higher form of secrecy in which trust in
associates is crucial. Mechanisms of trust—how it is created and what it
achieves—are best understood with network data.

How have social networks affected the study of organized crime? Net-
works initially provided a useful analogy that allowed scholars and prac-
titioners to describe the tendency for criminal groups to be small, flexible,
and horizontal in structure. The network approach, however, has proven
to be more than just a convenient conceptual tool. It provides both theory
and methods and has stimulated important advances in understanding of
organized crime. It allows researchers to model the mechanisms that ex-
plain recruitment into criminal organizations, themovement of individuals
from inside and outside the organizations, and why collaborations occur
with some individuals but not others.

A network approach improves specification and modeling of the na-
ture, fluidity, and context of collaboration and of boundaries in organized
crime. My focus in this essay is on a particular aspect of networks and or-
ganized crime: boundary specification. I propose that boundary specifi-
cation, delineation of the real (or imaginary) lines drawn between individ-
uals included in a criminal organization and those excluded, can help
solve puzzles of collaboration that traditional, nonnetwork approaches
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have not solved. It has been argued, for instance, that the boundaries of
criminal organizations are blurry and difficult to determine (Papachristos
2006; Bouchard and Konarski 2014); that criminal organizations tend to
recruit both within their own ethnicity and increasingly from outside
(Kleemans and van de Bunt 1999; Malm, Bichler, and Nash 2011); and
that recruitment follows a snowball pattern (Kleemans and van de Bunt
1999), typically occurring through social ties (Savona et al. 2017). Yet, we
donot consider the candidateswhowere available but not selected through
the process.

Traditional organized crime research and data are unable to accom-
modate the inherent fluidity and porous nature of boundaries in orga-
nized crime. A network approach accommodates this fluidity in ways that
traditional approaches cannot. It allows us to describe the mechanisms of
recruitment, for instance, and allows us to make predictions about who
might be recruited. A network approach provides a way to map and orga-
nize social interactions among organized criminals. It also provides a the-
oretical framework within which hypotheses can be formulated and tested.
The methodological and theoretical features of the network approach are
intertwined. Network data illuminate the contours and nature of the col-
laborative choices available to organized criminals. Network theory helps
us formulate hypotheses and models how collaboration is likely to unfold
in specific circumstances.

From a policy perspective, understanding of boundaries is central in
targeting organized crime. Most countries have laws that make member-
ship in a criminal organization a crime or an aggravating factor in sen-
tencing convicted individuals. Law enforcement agencies have special
units that tackle organized crime and priority lists of targeted organiza-
tions. Unfortunately for those efforts, the initial step of specifying bound-
aries is more challenging than it looks. Drawing the contours of criminal
organizations is as much art as it is science, and there is no guarantee that
the responsible agencies are using optimal tools to determine those bound-
aries in the first place. There is a lot of work to be done in understanding
boundaries and collaboration in organized crime. A network approach,
while not without limitations, is especially well-suited for the job.

I focus on aspects of network data that are salient to organized crime;
not all network applications make the approach unique or necessary. I fo-
cus on subjects concerning which network data offer a particularly power-
ful approach for improved understanding of organized crime paradoxes
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or puzzles that network data can at least partially solve. Network analysis
and data, of course, are not the only useful approach. For instance, eco-
nomic theories of organized crime bring a unique set of conceptual and an-
alytical tools that shed light on the dynamics of illegal markets (Reuter
1983;Kleemans 2014).Given the right context, the enterprisemodel of or-
ganized crime makes assumptions about the nature of micro co-offending
decisions in criminal conspiracies that overlap nicely with network models
of organized crime (Haller 1990). Without context, networks may not be
useful, especially in organized crime networks in which status differentia-
tion among network members influences their relations (Calderoni 2012;
Varese 2013; Campana 2018).

I am not the first to propose the value of network methods, at least
broadly speaking, for criminology as a whole (Morselli 2009; Carrington
2011;Papachristos 2011;Bouchard andMalm2016;Campana 2016a;Gal-
lupe 2016; Gravel and Tita 2017; Ouellet and Hashimi 2019), or even in
organized crime (Sparrow 1991; Kleemans and van de Bunt 1999; Mor-
selli 2005; Bouchard and Morselli 2014). Bouchard and Morselli (2014)
argued that a network approach allows us to appreciate how large groups
can emerge but not necessarily operate, function, or behave as a large
group when crime-to-crime co-offending interactions are considered.
They used the term “opportunistic structures” to describe these smaller
clusters of individuals working together under the umbrella concept of
organized crime.

Yet, despite advances in the use of network analyses in organized
crime, and constant growth in the number of scholars adopting network
methods, the approach has neither transcended the field nor become a
staple in criminology research. One of my aims is thus to demonstrate
how networks help us make otherwise impossible advances. A difficulty
for efforts to understand collaboration in organized crime is that relation-
ships are multiplex, and networks involve both noncriminals and crimi-
nals, sometimes at the same time. Using networks as an organizing prin-
ciple can help make sense of the various ways in which organized criminals
interact and collaborate. When that happens, some of the contradictions
that exist in scholarly and law enforcement representations of organized
crime can be diminished.

In this essay I discuss four unresolved puzzles of boundary specifica-
tion in organized crime. First, I consider the social boundary problem,
showing how a network approach can reduce confusion as members in-
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teract and collaborate with outsiders. Network researchers do not always
have access to data extending beyond the criminal network (e.g., co-
offender networks), making distinctions between the criminal and the so-
cial impossible. Yet, when data on diverse types of interactions are avail-
able, a network approach can handle this complexity. Second, I turn to
the boundaries of group membership per se, illustrating how the use of
network data and methods can obviate the need for formal membership
attributions, at least prior to establishing the social structure based on
demonstrated social interactions among criminals. Third, I consider the
ethnic boundary problem, showing that a tendency for ethnic homo-
phily—the tendency for individuals to connect with others with whom
they share characteristics—within criminal organizations does not neces-
sarily make it a suitable descriptor of types of organized crime: the effec-
tive boundaries of criminal organizations are first measured by social
relations, not attributes like ethnicity. Using relations as a starting point
allows us to see the variety of individuals with different ethnic back-
grounds in particular organizations. Importantly, a network approach
can establish that organizations may be ethnically diverse, but that their
members may still display a preference for connections to members of
their own ethnic group. Finally, I cover the seemingly rigid boundary that
separates current members and outsiders who might be recruited. I show
how broadening the view of recruitment to the larger social environment
in which the organization and its potential recruits are embedded can
provide a clearer view of themechanisms involved, including recruitment
within the organization for specific criminal ventures.

Here is how this essay is organized. Section I provides conceptual
background for readers for whom network approaches are a new subject.
The network approach is both theory and methods. Any form of organi-
zational structure can be investigated with network data, not only those
characterized by horizontal partnerships. Section II, the bulk of the essay,
discusses the four boundary specification problems described above. Sec-
tion III discusses dangers of a network approach: overinterpretation, over-
complexification, and oversimplification. Section IV discusses underdevel-
oped subjects of which better elucidation may answer remaining puzzles:
how and when boundaries form, analyzing organized crime networks over
time; variations in cultures of collaboration; age boundaries, collabora-
tion across age groups; and geographical boundaries, analyzing transna-
tional networks. Section V concludes.
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I. A Network Approach to Organized Crime:
Conceptual Clarifications

There are key conceptual distinctions that need to be made before we
jump into the crux of the argument. First, what does it mean to say that
a network approach is both theory and methods? Second, are networks
and organizations opposite ends of the organizational spectrum? In other
words, can we use networks to study criminal organizations that have
clear role and relationship hierarchies?

A. Both Theory and Methods
“Social network analysis” refers to the set of methods used to derive

meaning from social interactions (Wasserman and Faust 1994). Network
approaches come with distinctive research designs that involve novel
ways to generate data (e.g., the use of name generators), to code (e.g.,
at the dyad rather than the individual level), and a suite of techniques
and measures to choose among when describing networks. It is an intel-
lectual world of its own, and easy to get lost in. But social networks are
also highly intuitive. We are all embedded in them, and though we vary
in our capacity to see, or desire to reflect on, the implications of the struc-
tures of our own social networks, network analysis and its methods be-
comes familiar and rewarding once terminological hurdles are crossed.
Many network techniques may be new in a technical sense, but ideas
about social networks influencing behavior go back a long way, including
Simmel’s (1955) important theoretical work on why individuals form
groups and how groups (or social circles) interweave in communities of
conflicts and affiliations.

Because of the effort required to learn techniques and measures, it is
easy to frame social network analysis as a set of methods. These method-
ological tools are not, however, independent of theoretical underpin-
nings. Instead, network methods are typically packed with theoretical
assumptions, the most fundamental being that social relations influence
behavior, attitudes, or both (Knoke and Yang 2008; Borgatti et al. 2009).
Social relations are mapped, and locations of individuals in networks are
examined because this influence on behavior is assumed to matter. The
interdependence of people is fundamental; the actions of one are assumed
to affect the actions of others connected to them, sometimes even if this
connection is indirect. This interdependence is inconvenient for tradi-
tional statistical approaches to crime data, which assume independence
of observations. Network approaches embrace interdependence by find-
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ingmeaning in it (Papachristos 2011). Exponential randomgraphmodels
(ERGMs), for example, are a type of logistic regression model in which
special parameters, such as transitivity (a friend of my friend is also my
friend), are included to estimate the effects of interdependence among
people, groups, or organizations to explain a network’s structure—who
connects with whom, and why ( Lusher, Koskinen, and Robins 2013).

Part of what makes the network approach also a “theory” is that use of
these data cannot be detached from those assumptions. Themere linking
of nodes brings to light the main theoretical mechanism of the network
approach, namely that a variety of phenomena can be explained by exam-
ining the transmission of objects, sentiments, or information from one
node to another. It is not, therefore, a single “theory” but a set of assump-
tions and principles from which theory can be specified. Typically in the
social sciences, network data about individuals (how many connections
are they brokering) are used to theorize about a nonnetwork outcome
(how much money do they make?) (Morselli and Tremblay 2004). Social
capital theory, which emphasizes abilities to use social relations to gain
advantages, is a common example (Lin, Cook, andBurt 2001). That social
capital is theorized or operationalized using networks is important be-
cause the theorized mechanism underlying the pursuit of an advantage
is assumed to emerge from the transfer of information, knowledge, and
sentiment through connections among individuals. Not all individuals are
equal in their ability to use their social connections, and those differences
may affect the relative advantages they obtain. This is the point of depar-
ture of numerous network studies.

This dual role as theory and methods is why I use the term “network
approach” in this essay, to encompass the array of roles that networks
play in understanding of phenomena such as organized crime. Adopting
a network approach implies study of phenomena using network data and
using network theory to interpret patterns that are found. Users of those
methods do not always realize this. To say, for instance, that a “high be-
tweenness score1 is indicative of power,” or to focus on the measure for
making distinctions in data, is tantamount to applying a network theory
hypothesis that individuals who score higher matter more than others.
1 Betweenness centrality is a network measure that captures the number of times an in-
dividual is found in-between two others, who are otherwise not connected. It is a relatively
popular measure among crime network scholars because brokers—a common label for
those who score high on this measure—have been shown to be key elements of networks
in various illicit contexts, including for disruption purposes (Morselli 2009).
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They may have more information, knowledge, or access to resources, or
all these desirable attributes at once.2 It is essential for network scholars
to think about the theoretical ramifications of the measures they use in
interpreting their findings and to be explicit about the theoretical mech-
anisms implied in their interpretations.
B. Networks, Groups, or Organizations?
There is some confusion concerning whether networks are a distinct

organizational form, one that would sit at the lower end of the spectrum
of levels of organization (vonLampe 2009; Campana 2016a). In this view,
networks describe small, loose “disorganized” partnerships, an organiza-
tional arrangement starkly different from hierarchical organizations such
as the Italian mafias or outlaw motorcycle groups such as the Hells Angels.
This representationof networks as a type of organizationmayhave emerged
from a growing realization in empirical studies of organized crime that
criminal partnerships are much less formal, rigid, and lasting than was
long assumed.3

Though it can have value in when terms are clearly defined (e.g.,
Powell 1990; Podolny and Page 1998; Campana 2016a), this character-
ization of networks should be resisted. As an approach, network analysis
does not discriminate between hierarchies and loose partnerships; net-
works can describe groupings of any kind. The essential condition is that
the grouping involves social interactions among its members. Von Lampe
(2003, 2009) aptly summarizes the status of the network approach as gen-
eralizable to any type of organization in this way: “The alternative to such
a one-dimensional view is to treat networks and organizations as rep-
resenting distinct structural dimensions while acknowledging that net-
works and organizations are not empirically independent. Organizations
evolve out of and are transcended by networks, just as every organization
can be defined as a network because its members are by definition con-
nected through specific ties” (2009, p. 96). I insist on this because it is easy
2 Crime network scholars would benefit from testing the assumption that “brokers do
better” more often (Morselli 2010). I suspect that many network brokers ignore their po-
sitional advantage and are unsuccessful at obtaining tangible benefits from it. I come back
to this idea below when discussing the dangers of overinterpretation.

3 “Networks as a form of organization” is also a subfield of research in organizational
sociology that tries to capture the more informal, trust-based arrangements falling in-
between hierarchies and market forms (Powell 1990; Nohria and Eccles 1992; Podolny
and Page 1998).
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to miss differences in the context of relations for network analyses that do
not include contextual information on the nature of ties between individ-
uals. We could wrongly conclude, for instance, that two groups function
similarly because they have similar network structures. In some cases, this
would be correct. In other cases, however, we wouldmiss that the network
effects of hierarchical relations exist only because of the hierarchical con-
text in which they are embedded. In other words, the structure may be the
same, but the qualitative nature of ties is different. Ultimately, this high-
lights a pitfall of network data as a sole source for assessing organizational
structure: unless the data include contexts, it may operate at a level that
is too abstract to reveal network differences across groups, even when dif-
ferences exist.

The differences would not be in network structure, but in the mecha-
nisms that allow the network structure to emerge. Statistical methods
such as ERGMs can answer questions at the heart of collaborative orga-
nized crime structures such as whether a member’s ranking, or other at-
tributes such as ethnicity or age, are important drivers of connections in
the network (Ouellet, Bouchard, and Hart 2017). These models can ex-
amine whether homophily is a driver of connections. For instance, Smith
and Papachristos (2016) tested an ERGM on Al Capone’s network, find-
ing that ethnic homophily existed in his personal and criminal networks
but not in his legitimate network, where homophily was a negative pre-
dictor. ERGMs also allow for controlling for behaviors that may exist in
any network, criminal or otherwise, such as transitivity, the tendency to
become friends with friends of our friends, or to reciprocate ties. That
way, confounding network processes can be controlled for, and the re-
sults can be assessed at face (statistical) value. We can ask whether rank
is a driver of connections, whether some hierarchies behave differently
than others, while controlling for other variables like ethnicity and age
that might be relevant to these ranks and hierarchies. This allows testing
of specific hypotheses related to recruitment, but also to promotion within
criminal organizations.

Network data, then, are ideally suited to describe both formal and in-
formal groups. They can also illustrate the different ways in which orga-
nizational style influences the nature and structure of social relations
(Erickson 1981). The subcultural context in which networks are found
is an important source of influence on the structure of social ties, and
the nature of collaboration within criminal organizations, ideas I develop
further below.
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II. Collaborative Ties and the Problem
of Boundary Specification

Criminal “collaboration” refers to individuals working together to pro-
duce a criminal outcome. Thus, it excludes scenarios in which two indi-
viduals, who otherwise may be “criminals,” collaborate in legitimate pur-
suits. The term criminal labels the activity and the context, but not the
individuals involved. Collaboration, as I use the term, serves as a generic,
umbrella concept4 that encompasses other terms including collusion,
conspiracy, co-offending, or cooperation. Using the term collaboration
excludes the role of networks in understanding conflicts among criminal
organizations. Network data have shown their value in understanding
conflicts among street gangs (Papachristos 2009; Descormiers and Mor-
selli 2011; Bichler et al. 2019), but have less often beenused to examine pat-
terns in conflicts in other types of groups.

An unintended consequence of adopting a network perspective on col-
laboration in organized crime is to broaden the view of the unit of anal-
ysis. Following the connections among offenders, as a general approach,
implies that a diversity of individuals and affiliations in the process will be
observed, in contrast to a narrow view of organized crime as represented
by mafia families or cartel members in Mexico or Colombia. If criminal
organizations go outside their immediate members to collaborate with
other criminal entrepreneurs, following connections makes the integra-
tion of those outsiders almost unavoidable. This does not mean that the
network should be allowed to grow infinitely, until distinctions between
organized crime and other criminals disappear entirely. There are nu-
merous qualitatively important differences between the minority of or-
ganized criminals and others, including cultural ones (Paoli 2002; Varese
2010) that even a network approach will want to emphasize. Yet, in the
end, use of the network approach lets us consider both organized crime
and other criminal entrepreneurs as belonging to the same social envi-
ronment. Because the network of collaborations in organized crime typ-
ically includes a diverse range of criminal entrepreneurs, some of whom
are independents not affiliated with criminal organizations (Morselli,
Paquet-Clouston, and Provost 2017), I use similarly broad lenses to
4 Co-offending, for many, narrowly refers to specific crime events found in police data.
Not all collaborative relationships are conspiracies, and, as a specific type of conspiracy,
collusive situations are relatively rare when compared with other collaborative behavior
in organized crime.
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approach the topic. Case studies I discuss and terminology I use reflect
this diversity.

Study of collaboration in organized crime necessarily raises the issue of
boundary specification.5 Following collaborative ties among offenders
naturally leads to difficulties of characterization: Are all of these contacts
part of the criminal organization?Where does the organization stop, and
where does it end? In their seminal work on boundary specification, Lau-
mann, Marsden, and Prensky (1983) argued for group boundaries to be
approached using a realist strategy, in which boundaries are based on the
perspective of members themselves, or a nominalist approach, in which
boundaries are specified according to the researcher’s analytical frame-
work. The realist strategy is limited to the extent that it requiresmembers
to have a shared conception of the group and to be aware of the full extent
of the group’s composition or operations, relying on the implicit assump-
tion that a natural boundary exists—two conditions that are hard to find
in criminal contexts (Ouellet and Bouchard 2018). In contrast, the nom-
inalist approach uses the theoretical questions being examined by the re-
searcher to define group boundaries. The framework favored by Lau-
mann, Marsden, and Prensky (1983) in setting group boundaries is the
social network approach. Boundaries, where they exist, should first be
set from patterns in social interactions. At the same time, the attributes
of individual actors can and should be used to provide context for the in-
teractions in the first place (Ouellet and Bouchard 2018).

In this section, I examine four areas in which a network approach to
collaboration in organized crime helps provide a better understanding
of boundaries. The first is the difficulty in both social and criminal con-
texts of determining “membership” in criminal organizations. The sec-
ond concerns group membership—who is a member, who is an outsider,
and how dowe tell the difference?The third is ethnic boundaries, whether
they exist, and how network data help move away from ethnicity as a type
of organized crime. Finally, I discuss recruitment, how andwhen outsiders
cross the initial boundary into the world of organized crime.

A. The Blurred Social and Criminal Boundaries in Organized Crime
Organized criminals do not make it easy for researchers to identify clear

boundaries between people involved in their criminal activities and people
5 This paragraph draws from a similar argument on group boundaries in Ouellet and
Bouchard (2018) in the context of a terrorist group.
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who are material to other parts of their lives. They manage their social
and professional lives as we all do, not drawing clear, hard lines between
the different spheres of their lives. Individuals from one sphere may in-
tersect with individuals from another: people who met at work may cross
paths with other friends and family members; coworkers may become
friends; existing friendsmay be hired in yourworkplace.Not all coworker
conversations involve the personal details of our lives. Not all coworkers
are invited to dinner in our homes. Some are; those are not only friends
or coworkers, they are both. But not necessarily at the same time; the
two roles don’t have to occur simultaneously.

Consider two independent criminal entrepreneurs in their mid-30s,
Thug and Veteran, each an object of heightened law enforcement atten-
tion. Looking at 8 years of police data, Hashimi and Bouchard (2017) found
that 50 percent of a network looked like law-abiding citizens. The data
included any interactions recorded in police files. Many were not criminal:
a speeding ticket, a sobriety test, a surveillance report. Sometimes a fre-
quent accomplice was observed sitting in the backseat of the car, with
Thug in the passenger seat, and Thug’s wife driving to a local restaurant.
Two of the three were otherwise involved in criminal conspiracies, but
neither the context nor the behavior was criminal. There is no reason
to assume all the participants are members of a criminal group, at least
based on only this information.

Penetration of the grey area between criminal and social associations is
much easier with a network approach. It acknowledges that relationships
have multiple layers. It need not apply a permanent label to individuals,
such as whether they are or are not a member of the organization. Its fo-
cus on relationships and their context allows the flexibility needed to ac-
commodate complex (or “multiplex”) relationships.

Much of the difficulties in disentangling family and criminal ties within
Italian mafias, for example, can be illuminated with network data. Paoli
(2002) highlighted how elements of Italian culture complicate mafia re-
lations in ways that do not reflect clear-cut boundaries between the crim-
inal and the social. Paoli observed that relationships within Italian families
are oftenmischaracterized. It is amistake, for example, to assume thatmost
interactions within a particular family involve criminal conspiracies. Lead-
ership does not equate to control (Mastrobuoni and Patacchini 2012). At-
tendance at events does not imply membership in a criminal organization
(Calderoni, Brunetto, and Piccardi 2017). Conflating the family unit with
a criminal organization is a mistake; families play cultural roles that
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cannot, at least from the outside, be easily distinguished from criminal
activities (DellaPosta 2017).

A network approach can disentangle family and criminal organization
links conceptually and empirically. In network jargon, those relation-
ships are multiplex ties: relations among individuals that are actualized
in a variety of contexts.When observed together at a funeral, Al andNick
are friends. When sitting in a café the next day, they may be organizing
the next cocaine shipment, making them co-offenders. When they play
football that evening, they are teammates. Their relations are multiplex;
together, they share threenetworks: social, criminal, andathletic.Thecrimi-
nal network may be examined by itself, or it may be combined with other
networks into a generalized “social network” that includes diverse social
interactions. The more network contexts two individuals share, the closer
they are assumed to be (Verbrugge 1979).

Network researchers often lack access to more than the criminal net-
work, making distinctions between the criminal and the social impossi-
ble. Yet, when data on multiple types of interactions are available, a net-
work approach can easily handle this complexity. Crime and social worlds
may be more intertwined in organized crime than in other settings be-
cause of the importance of trust (von Lampe 2003; Smith and Papachristos
2016; DellaPosta 2017). Criminal ties can be examined separately from
social ties when the aim is to examine collaboration in criminal conspir-
acies. Both types of ties can be considered together when the aim is to un-
derstand the interplay between the social and criminal: Howmuch do or-
ganized criminals co-offend with individuals with whom they socialize?

Think back to Thug and Veteran, two individuals who saw themselves
as independent criminal entrepreneurs (Hashimi and Bouchard 2017).
Their social and criminal worlds were fully intertwined, making it nearly
impossible to distinguish where the criminal started or the social stopped.
The 101 contacts between them over 8 years of data involved seven rec-
ognizable communities or subgroups, which covered 80 percent of the
total contacts (20 percent were one-offs or did not involve enough inter-
action with others to constitute a subgroup). Five of the seven subgroups
included mixes of individuals who did and did not have a criminal record;
only one group of four individuals qualified as a 100 percent crime clique.
All seven subgroups were formed from the accumulation of social inter-
actions; very few explicitly co-offending interactions were recorded.

Thug and Veteran interacted with individuals who were members of
criminal organizations. Veteran grew up with four people who became
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members of an outlaw motorcycle gang. They were part of a subgroup of
close friends that included Veteran’s law-abiding family members. None
of those interactions between bikers and family members were criminal
in nature, but it would be easy to miss this without data on the contexts
of interactions.

Smith and Papachristos’s (2016) work on Al Capone’s social network
provides a clear example of how a network approach can help distinguish
between the social and the criminal. They collected rich data on
every identifiable individual who could be found to have interacted with
Capone during his lifetime and beyond (ca. 1900–1950). They differen-
tiated between social ties with friends, observed to have occurred in purely
social contexts; criminal ties observed in the context of actual crimes and
conspiracies; and legitimate ties that emerged from interactions in purely
legitimate contexts. Figure 1 shows a subset of Capone’s network; thicker
FIG. 1A.—Capone’s network of close associates. Source: Papachristos and Smith (2014).
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lines indicate the number of different types of ties connecting individu-
als. Relations are not equal, which provides a first layer of understanding
about the relative strengths of relationships among people connected to
Capone.

Figure 1b extracts four nodes from figure 1a, Capone (1) and three of
his closest criminal associates from the Hawthorne Kennel Business
Club, Guzik (5), Levine (7), and Libonati (8). It illustrates variations
in contexts in which they interacted. Capone shared a friendship with
all three. Libonati and Capone’s relationship included political support
and legal advice, but never a criminal association. Within the club, only
Levine received legal advice from Libonati, but their relationship
stopped there. It did not have other layers as did Libonati’s with Capone.

A network representation such as is shown in figure 1a, which includes
all possible types of links between individuals around a crime personality
like Capone, appears to indicate that it is of one close-knit criminal group,
but it is not. Libonati and others such as Serritella would have to be ex-
cluded. The point is that they can be excluded from the criminal group,
but included in the more general network representation, because rela-
tions were coded, not individuals. With a network approach, relations
of particular types can be included or excluded when analyzing networks
FIG. 1B.—Capone’s Hawthorne Kennel Business Club by type of ties. Source: Papachristos
and Smith (2014).
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for different purposes. Networks are built from relations between indi-
viduals (the lines—or edges—we see in networks). Figure 1c, which sepa-
rately shows the larger criminal network (left) and the family and friend-
ship network (right), demonstrates how these two types of links can be
examined as the separate networks they are.

Networks that focus solely on criminal ties between individuals, for ex-
ample, co-offending networks, miss the larger social environments in
which criminals are embedded. These other network members are im-
portant because they may be candidates for inclusion in a future criminal
conspiracy and, even if that never happens, they may influence decisions
of members of the organizations and thereby shape network structure
(Ouellet and Bouchard 2018). The last point is not trivial. Noncriminals
are part of organized criminals’ social worlds because they influence de-
cision making; this is crucial in an approach that assumes that social
relations are the most important source of influence in human behavior.
Crime network scholars do not always take full advantage of the power of
network data.

B. A Network Approach to the Boundaries of Group Membership
Although it is tempting to rely on formal membership attribution data

to study criminal organizations, the literature on organized crime networks
has shown that this can be misleading (Morselli 2009). Law enforcement
FIG. 1C.—Capone’s criminal and personal networks. Source: Smith and Papachristos (2016).
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agencies, in particular, may find it hard to resist the temptation to follow
membership data, especially in investigating RICO-like cases. Limiting
information to formal members, however, truncates their social worlds
unnecessarily. Morselli (2009) showed, for instance, that high-ranking
members of Nomads Hells Angels of Montreal were embedded in vast
networks of associates of all ranks, including many nonaffiliated individ-
uals who played important brokerage roles. Years before, Morselli and
Giguère (2006) showed that legitimate actors played quantitatively and
qualitatively important roles in amajor drug importation network. Clearly,
a broader approach based on social interactions is warranted.

Some criminal organizations like the Hells Angels or the Italian
‘Ndrangheta have systems of ranks that make it relatively easy to count
their members. There is little need for network data to discover the size
of an organization if the number of capos or, in outlawmotorcycle gangs,
“full-patched” members can be learned from police investigation tech-
niques and intelligence data analysis. For other types of organization, a
majority of criminal groups (Bouchard andMorselli 2014), network data
are needed to distinguish members from casual “guests.”

For more formal organizations, network data serve a related purpose,
notably to understand the relationships across ranks (Morselli 2009; Cal-
deroni 2012). This information is useful for multiple purposes, including
prediction of promotions, understanding the structure of cooperation
within the organization, and examining recruitment for specific ventures
and conspiracies.

An important assumption of a network approach is that patterns of
interactions among criminals provide a foundation for determining com-
mon membership in a recognizable social grouping. Membership, as I
use the term here, involves its least restrictive meaning—belonging to a
recognizable group—and does not imply or refer to a formalized mem-
bership process. Network data and methods facilitate identification of
subgroups within criminal networks based on a clustering of interactions
that is denser within the group than outside of it. The distinction between
formal membership and informal subgroup membership becomes less
salient. People who are assumed to be part of a group are not necessarily
people who explicitly say they are members or who committed at least
one crime with the group. Instead, members of network-based subgroups
have interacted often enoughwith a set of individuals to belongwith those
individuals and not others (Laumann, Marsden, and Prensky 1983). In
other words, subgroups need to be relatively cohesive to be labeled as
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such. First consider the social structure shown by interactions among in-
dividuals. Formal attributions, if necessary, can wait until that first step is
completed.

Ouellet, Bouchard, and Charette (2019) provide a blueprint for using
network data on subgroup membership attribution. We extracted sub-
groups from among a large network of individuals who came into con-
tact with police via arrests and noncriminal police interactions over a
10-year period. The starting point was 261 individuals confirmed to be
gang members by use of a combination of police investigation records
and ethnographic data. In the spirit of snowball sampling designs, these
seeds, their contacts, and the contacts of these contacts made up the full
network of 6,604 individuals. Though the 261 seeds were members of
so-called Haitian gangs, among the 6,604 connected to them were mem-
bers of outlaw motorcycle gangs and members of so-called Italian mafia
organizations based in Montreal, among others. Subgroups were ex-
tracted using a commonly used method in network analysis (the Louvain
method; see Blondel et al. 2008) that divides the network into an optimal
number of subgroups (communities) based on individuals’ patterns of
interactions, seeking out local clusters of high interconnectivity. The al-
gorithm first detects subcommunities within the network based onmem-
bers who have more dense connections with each other than with other
members within the network and then proceeds to build a network at the
subgroup level, consisting of connections between the subgroups de-
tected in the first step.6

Applying this method, we identified 327 subgroups of individuals that
averaged 18 members. Importantly, not all individuals in these groups
were connected to each other, and not all their connections were found
within their assigned Louvain group. This allowed us to examine varia-
tions in groups’ tendencies to connect within and outside their group,
and whether those characteristics were associated with group survival.

To assess survival, we divided the 10-year period in three, so that
“survival” implied a stable set of interactions among members for over
6 By comparing the proportion of ties within communities to the proportion of ties be-
tween communities, the Louvain algorithm aims to maximize the modularity score, which
is equal to zero when there are no within-community ties and equal to one when all ties are
within the community, with higher values indicating better fit (Newman andGirvan 2004).
Dozens of different classification methods are available in network analysis software. The
algorithm for each differs depending on the objectives of the classification.
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4 years. Less than 20 percent of the qualified groups were sufficiently
stable to be found in at least two periods, and only 6 percent existed
for nearly 10 years. Survival was a function of group cohesion, but the re-
lationship was not direct; it was moderated by group size. For small
groups, alliances outside the group were key to their survival. The oppo-
site was true for the largest groups: the more alliances outside the orga-
nization, the less likely they were to survive. In short, large groups that
adopt closed structures are more likely to persist, while survival of small
groups depends on less cohesive and more versatile structures. Impor-
tantly, none of these hypotheses could have been tested without network
data and its capacity to handle, andmeasure, the complex interplay of con-
nections within and outside criminal groups. Traditional approaches
often choose between units of analysis (the “group” or the “individual”).
A network approach gets closer to the reality of these groups; their bound-
aries are bound to be more porous than most nonnetwork analyses can
handle.

The lesson learned, and the way forward for organized crime scholars
and law enforcement agencies, is to reverse the usual order in which
things are done, with a twist. First, establish the social structure of inter-
actions among organized criminals using network data and methods.
Second, apply formal membership data on top of the structure uncovered
with network data. The twist: the first step requires a relevant starting
point, and it could very well be that the optimal starting point requires
formal membership data. The networks we analyze capture a portion of
something that exists in real life, but they are constructed with partial data
(i.e., a biased sample of all interactions that occurred) for research purposes.
The process of network construction follows universal, relatively standard,
rules of coding, but any such exercise still entails sometimes arbitrary deci-
sions about where to start. Smith and Papachristos (2016) started with Al
Capone; Hashimi and Bouchard (2017) with the top two criminal entre-
preneurs based on the local police detachment; Calderoni, Brunetto, and
Piccardi (2017) with confirmed mafia meeting attendees; others go with all
individuals named in organized crime investigations (Morselli 2009; Malm
and Bichler 2011; Tenti andMorselli 2014). In all those cases, the relevant
starting point was provided in the form of an attribute that may have re-
quired qualitative data on membership.

Calderoni and colleagues’ (2017) work on the structure of ‘Ndrangheta
networks exemplifies how that approach may be applied to answer both
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policy and empirical questions. They analyzed investigative data coming
from 574 mafia meetings that, combined, included 256 individuals. Atten-
dance at a meeting was used as the basis for a connection in the network.
They used a community detection algorithm similar to that used by
Ouellet, Bouchard, and Charette (2019) to extract subgroups from the
meeting data. Importantly, membership to these subgroups could be di-
rectly compared to known formal membership data from criminal intelli-
gence—groups known as locali. The 17 locali were structured into seven
distinct communities; this means that many members of locali had such
close and frequent connections that, for all intents and purposes, they be-
longed to the same locali. In short, the geographically and culturally in-
formed distinctions made by mafiosi on locali membership only partly
matched their network behavior. Arguably, each of the approaches to de-
scribing the social structure of the ‘Ndrangheta is informative in its own
right. Yet, the additional insights provided by network data (which locali
are close enough to belong to the same community) are hard to overlook.

The study provides one more useful demonstration for my purposes:
the identification of mafia bosses from network data. Police data revealed
that the 254 individuals who attended meetings included 34 bosses. The
networks were not constructed with these bosses used as seeds; instead,
all meeting attendees were included. Yet, the formal mafia boss attribu-
tion can be applied after the fact to examine whether bosses are positioned
differently in the network. Calderoni, Brunetto, and Piccardi (2017) found
that the 34 bosses were the brokers in the network. They were not only
important within their own communities; they were also the drivers of con-
nections between communities. Many attend local meetings, but only a few
select individuals act as representatives of their locali outside its geograph-
ical boundaries. By combining these patterns, Calderoni and colleagues
were able to predict who the bosses were with near-perfect accuracy.

What remains unsolved from pure network-based groupings, as clear-
cut as they seem from a data point of view, is whether these boundaries
carry meaning for their members. There are at least two situations that
could arise. First, group members might disagree with their attributions,
pointing out, hypothetically, that their frequent interactions with a set of
individuals do not carry sociological meanings associated with group
membership. Second, members might not think in terms of group mem-
bership at all; they might think of themselves as collaborating with others,
sometimes frequently, but disagree that a layer of groupmembership should
be added to these collaborative relationships.Network scholarsmight argue



Collaboration and Boundaries in Organized Crime 445
that groupmembers’ perceptions are amatter of awareness, that if they act
or “interact” like a group, they can be considered as one. But we should be
cautious in interpreting these groupings asmaterial, especially without sup-
port fromobservational or interview data. A boundarymay exist in the data,
but not in the minds of the individuals involved.

AmongMembers, Who Is Part of the Core?There are a few boundaries to
consider even within criminal organizations. Though a network-based
group would be characterized by a higher degree of cohesion within it
than outside of it, this group may adopt structures that sometimes vary
widely. For example, these structures can be described as varying between
centralization (a few individuals responsible for the bulk of connections)
and decentralization (connections are more evenly spread), which will af-
fect the relative efficiency of collaboration. Centralized and decentralized
structures also affect their vulnerability to disruption (Malm and Bichler
2011; Joffres and Bouchard 2015). Interventions into centralized networks
have little effect on peripheral actors who make up the majority of
members, but can be devastating if they affect individuals in the center.
Conversely, interventions into decentralized networks are more likely to
involve individuals with relatively many connections; removal of any one
them is unlikely to have large overall effects on the network.

A key boundary within criminal organizations, if one exists, is between
the core and peripheral members. The distinction is important to law en-
forcement agencies that want to disrupt networks. If an organization has
a core, and agencies can identify it, targeting the core may affect the
organization’s capacity to recover.7 Membership in the core plays a sym-
bolic role; it indicates prestige, achievement of a rank members aspire to,
being part of an inner circle with influence over other group members,
and authority over organizational decisions.

From a network perspective, a core-periphery structure exists when
a handful of members have a high degree of cohesion, while the vast
majority of others interact very little, though slightly more often than with
members of the core (Borgatti and Everett 2000). If all members display
7 The importance of the core relies on the assumption that its members carry out the
most important network functions and are thus difficult to replace. Campana’s (2016b)
analysis of Nigerian human smugglers shows that this is not always true. The most impor-
tant actors, the least easily replaceable, were madams at the periphery (also see Zhang,
Chin, and Miller 2007). Without their recruitment skills, none of the core activities could
take place.
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high cohesion with other members, or if the core consists of a majority
of members, the organization lacks a core-periphery structure. Figure 2
illustrates a simple core-periphery structure in which nodes 1–4 form the
core, and the remaining nodes constitute a disconnected periphery. A
network approach can improve understanding of whether a criminal or-
ganization has a core.

Bouchard andKonarski (2014) used this approach to determinewhether
a young gang loosely affiliated with the Hells Angels had a core, and
whether a police attempt to remove the gang’s core had identified the
right individuals. Six members whom police targeted were surrounded
by 54 others who had at least one connection to the targeted six. The
60 individuals formed a network with a core-periphery structure in which
13 formed a dense core. Five of the targeted six were part of that core, but
many weremissed, including one with the highest “coreness” score (Bou-
chard and Konarski 2014). The group survived and became a well-known
criminal organization in western Canada.

The existence of a core set of members in a criminal organization
indicates a culture of collaboration driven from the center out. Other
FIG. 2.—A network displaying a simple core-periphery structure. Source: Author.
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collaborative structures exist within organized crime, including small-
world structures (many highly connected subgroups linked by a few
bridging ties, making any actor reachable in only a few steps; Malm
and Bichler 2011) and cellular networks distributing illegal commodities
across borders (Bruinsma and Bernasco 2004). Nomatter what the struc-
ture, network data allow more precise identification of group boundaries
and have some value for understanding collaboration within and across
those boundaries. And network blockmodeling techniques (i.e., grouping
units based on network equivalence), like core-periphery analyses, allow
examination of elements of the structure of organized crime boundaries
that are impossible with other techniques.
C. Networks to Investigate the Ethnicity Boundary
Ethnicity-based classifications of organized crime have remained

staples of criminal intelligence agencies.8 Italian-, Asian-, and Mexican-
based organizations are found in the classifications of agencies around
the world and in textbooks; many add eastern European, African, and
Middle Eastern gangs to the mix. These labels may be appropriate when
discussing local organized crime phenomena, but not in classifications of
types of organized crime.

There is investigative convenience in use of these classification schemes,
especially when information is hard to come by. Ethnicity may correlate
with distinct illegal market behavior, such as the use of particular smug-
gling routes or sale of particular drugs. Classification by ethnicity is also
compatible with homophily—the tendency of individuals to connect with
others similar to them (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, andCook 2001). Ethnic
homophily is a strong driver of connections in social networks, criminal
or otherwise (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001; Hughes 2013;
Grund and Densley 2015; Kreager et al. 2017). The notion that these
tendencies found in almost any social networks exist in organized crime
networks is not, in and of itself, controversial.

The problems raised by use of ethnicity classifications outweigh their
benefits (Kleemans and van de Bunt 1999; Bovenkerk, Siegel, and Zaitch
8 For instance, Dubro, Champlain, and McAdam (2019) treat “multiethnic gangs” as a
category on its own. Malm et al. (2011) show the lack of predictability of these
classifications in matching network behavior, as shall be seen below.
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2003; Malm, Bichler, and Nash 2011). Using ethnicity or race as a driver
of police priorities creates human rights violations that have no place in
the criminal justice system. These classifications can create dangerous
oversimplifications in building cases against offenders of a particular eth-
nicity, regardless of their involvement in organized crime. Belonging to a
criminal organization is a common aggravating factor in sentencing in
many countries. Ethnicity alone may be used as a justification for tar-
geting individuals, rather than targeting illegal behavior. Ethnicity by it-
self is a weak basis for distinguishing types of organized crime.Many peo-
ple in organized crime are involved in supply of commodities in illegal
markets. Almost any ethnic group an agency considers targeting is in-
volved in illegal drug and other markets. Use of ethnicity as an overarch-
ing classification of organized crime is counterproductive.

A network approach can shed light on ethnicity boundaries and de-
velop theoretically and empirically sophisticated descriptions of the eth-
nic composition of organizations. Inside the organization, a network ap-
proach can examine the association between ethnicity as an attribute and
links between individuals who share that attribute. McCuish, Bouchard,
and Corrado (2015), for example, describe a sample of 18 individuals
taken from a larger criminal group of whom 50 percent were Caucasian,
close to 40 percent were Asian, and the rest were Middle Eastern. Mem-
bers collaborate within and across ethnicities (Tenti and Morselli 2014;
Campana 2016b, 2018), even though tendencies for homophily often
make collaboration within ethnicity more likely (Grund and Densley
2015).

From a network perspective, the question is not whether gangs and
criminal organizations have ethnically varied memberships; they do in
placeswhere the general population is diverse. Ethnic composition ismore
homogenous in mafia families and in organizations such as the Hells
Angels, especially if only made men or full-patched members are consid-
ered. Compositions vary in diverse ways. To understand the diversity, the
effective boundaries of criminal organizations should first be assessed in
terms of social relations, not attributes such as ethnicity. Social relations
are a starting point for observing the variety of ethnicities in a particular
organization. Using ethnicity to chart membership can cause diversity
to be overlooked. Organizations may, for example, be ethnically varied,
but their members may nonetheless prefer connections to others of their
own ethnicity. Those are important subjects, understanding of which
can be illuminated using network data and methods.
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Some of the most compelling evidence about the role of ethnicity (or,
often, nationality) is provided by Paolo Campana. His studies are based
on network-specific models called Quadratic Assignment Procedure re-
gression. He investigates whether being from the same ethnicity is asso-
ciated with network connections. Neither transnational human traffick-
ing networks organizing transport and exploitation fromNigeria to Italy
(Campana 2016b), nor the migrant smuggling network operating across
theMediterranean (Campana 2018), showed evidence of homophily based
on nationality. In the human trafficking network, nationality was a signif-
icant negative predictor. Traffickers were more likely to connect with
others from different nationalities.

Ethnic collaboration across criminal organizations has also been stud-
ied. Malm, Bichler, and Nash (2011) looked at co-offending associations
among criminal organizations in British Columbia. Figure 3 shows in-
telligence data on co-offending among organized crime offenders. The
data are aggregated at group level (if an offender from group A co-
offends with an offender from group B, groups A and B are assumed to be
connected), using intelligence agency categories: outlaw motorcycle gangs
FIG. 3.—Co-offending between groups in British Columbia, Canada, circa 2007. Source:
Malm, Bichler, and Nash (2011).
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(dark circles), Asian groups (squares), Indo-Canadian groups (light circles),
unclassified groups, and individuals not known to belong to any group
(triangles).

Figure 3 shows co-offending connections at the group level. There is
a high level of connectivity across groups. Distinct clusters of similar
nodes linked together in the same area of the network are not evident.
Nodes of different ethnicities are dispersed across the network. The net-
work may display more ethnic homophily than would be expected by
chance, but the lack of separate, ethnically homogenous clusters is telling.
Groups co-offended within their own group 45–55 percent of the time,
revealing significant levels of co-offending across ethnic lines.

These findings may or may not recur elsewhere. British Columbia is
known for ethnically diverse criminal groups (McConnell 2015;McCuish,
Bouchard, and Corrado 2015). In network terms, British Columbian gangs
may show a lesser tendency for ethnic homophily than do gangs in other
regions.This suggests a role for culture in shaping social networks. Patterns
found in a region will be a product of availability. Individuals in cosmopol-
itan regions have access to a wider range of potential accomplices of di-
verse ethnic backgrounds.

There is accumulating evidence that this may be true elsewhere, as
Campana’s (2016b, 2018) results show. Sarnecki (2001) found many more
ethnically mixed dyads than expected in Swedish co-offending data. Tenti
and Morselli’s (2014) analysis of an investigation of the ‘Ndrangheta sug-
gests that even Italianmafias aremore diverse thannot, especiallywhen the
focus is on the illicit activities they undertake and the social organization of
those activities. A single investigation of ‘Ndrangheta involvement in all
levels of illegal drug importation and distribution identifies 242 individ-
uals from at least nine different nationalities. Collaboration across nation-
alities was the norm, not the exception. Nationality was loosely associated
with market level; the Italian groups were more likely to be in import and
wholesale roles, effectivelymaking thembrokers in the network. This bro-
kerage role meant that the Italian groups were collaborating widely with
individuals from diverse backgrounds. Their conclusion:

The important point that must be retained after these results is that
organized crime cannot be restricted to corporate-like and reputed
formal criminal organizations and the actions of illegal market
participants cannot be framed as formal organizational boundaries.
Rather, organized crime . . . is a matter of criminal opportunity and
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necessary collaboration. Illegal market participants are not indepen-
dent from one another—neither exclusive affiliation to specific crim-
inal groups nor ethnic characterisations emerge as important features
in crime. (Tenti and Morselli 2014, p. 39)

The generalizability of these case studies is unclear. There have been
few empirical tests of ethnic collaboration in organized crime networks.
That many of these studies involved transnational rather than local net-
works played a role in these findings. Others who have adopted broader,
multimarket-level views of networks find greater network diversity, but
also more hierarchy, albeit of a rudimentary kind (Varese 2013).

I draw two conclusions from this literature. First, although there is ev-
idence of both diversity and homophily, generalizations around ethnic-
ity per se are unlikely to be productive. Second, the subject should be in-
vestigated with network data, and not on the basis of rigid categories that
assume fixed entities with simple membership rules.

The degree to which criminal organizations collaborate across ethnic
lines can be measured with network data. More precise and potentially
meaningful descriptions of the roles of ethnicity in structuring webs of
conflicts and alliances across groups can be made if collaborative ties
are tracked and followed. Malm, Bichler, and Nash (2011) showed that
use of network analyses facilitated description of both the internal dy-
namics of criminal organizations and the web of connections between
organizations at the meso level. This offers a significant development
opportunity for the field, especially in understanding conflicts and alliances
across organizations (Papachristos 2009; Descormiers and Morselli 2011;
Bichler et al. 2019).
D. Crossing the Initial Boundary: Recruitment in Organized Crime
A revolution in place-based criminology happened when street seg-

ments replaced neighborhoods as the unit of analysis. Crime is concen-
trated in only some parts of neighborhoods and may not follow the same
trends as in low-crime segments of neighborhoods (Weisburd, Groff,
and Yang 2012). It is common, for example, to observe that one street
segment is experiencing a crimewave even though crime trends are stable
at the neighborhood level.

A network approach can improve understanding of recruitment into
organized crime. If a criminal organization is viewed as a fixed entity
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(by analogy to “the neighborhood”), almost every recruitment decision
can be attributed to the group as a whole or its leader rather than to
the subgroup (the “segment”) in which recruitment occurred. For in-
stance, one could say that “Nick was recruited by the organization to
run a drug line in the Eastern part of the city.”Nick’s recruitment, how-
ever, is likely to have been both simpler and more complicated than this,
depending on how it is understood. The simple view is that Nick is Al’s
cousin, and Al invited him to join. The complicated view would consider
the sequence of events that led to Nick being identified by Al as a po-
tential recruit, the socialization process that acquainted him with other
group members, and their opportunities to assess his skill set and trust-
worthiness; at some point they agreed to make him part of the group.
It may, moreover, not have been as simple as Al choosing Nick; Al had
also to decide why other potential accomplices were less suitable. Net-
work analyses can situate Nick among the larger pool of potential as-
sociates who could have been recruited but were not. With this net-
worked view of recruitment, the mechanisms can be better understood
and perhaps better predicted.

Recruitment into organizations like the Sicilian Cosa Nostra or the
‘Ndrangheta would not require a network approach if family lineage was
a reliable predictor of who is invited and who is not. But as Varese (2018)
has shown after examining recruitment and initiation rituals among the
yakuza, the triads, and the Russian mafia, this is not necessarily what hap-
pens. The ‘Ndrangheta and, especially, the Sicilian Cosa Nostra have rules
favoring the recruitment of family members; other mafias do not. Those
who are recruited come from the larger social network around made
men. Potential recruits are observed, sometimes for long periods, before
they are invited to join. This facilitates screening out police informants,
allows testing of trustworthiness and skills, andhelps potential recruits learn
the organization’s cultural and criminal traditions.Once they becomemade
members, the group becomes their new family. This process occurs among
other criminal organizations, such as outlaw motorcycle gangs (Quinn
and Forsyth 2011; Blokland and von Lampe 2020). The notion of natal
family remains important, but mostly as an analogy and as glue in the so-
cial networks assembled as criminal organizations.

A networked view can inform two types of recruitment. The first is the
recruitment of individuals invited to join for the first time. The second
involves recruitment from within the organization for particular pur-
poses such as a murder conspiracy, a drug-trafficking venture, or to
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replace a lost member. Both types are driven by common forces, namely, a
combination of criminal human capital (an offender’s skills) and criminal
social capital (an offender’s contacts in the organization). Both processes
feed on the other (e.g., Coleman 1988); network data are useful in under-
standing both. For task or role recruitment, it is useful to situate the de-
cision as a search for a suitable accomplice among the larger pool of avail-
able associates, usingTremblay’s (1993)model. For initial recruitment, it
is useful to think of Nick’s story above, or many other examples in the
literature on recruitment. Savona et al. (2017), in a systematic review, de-
scribe a culturally entrenched network process that Kleemans and van de
Bunt (1999, p. 11) referred to as a snowball effect. They summed up in
this way: “Perhaps this snowball effect is the most important principle
of the development of criminal associations: people get in touch with
criminal associations through their social relations; as they go along their
dependency on the resources of other people (such as money, knowledge
and contacts) gradually declines; and finally they generate new criminal
associations, which subsequently attract people from their social environ-
ment again.”

Kleemans and van de Bunt (1999) warned against a view that focuses
only on organizations actively recruiting new members; recruitment of-
ten occurs organically, as the criminal process unfolds. Often, what we
refer to as recruitment is better described as outsiders seeking a role in
a particular venture. The extent to which proactive approaches from
nonmembers are successful depends on the relative embeddedness of
these nonmembers in the organization (are they already connected to
one ormultiplemembers?) and the relative importance of themember be-
ing approached (does he have influence?). No matter how recruitment
unfolds, network mechanisms are at play. The differences in specific
mechanisms are a matter of context: who is taking the initiative (the re-
cruiter or the recruited); where is recruitment taking place (the workplace
or the neighborhood). Network data accommodate these differences.
They are most easily observed in network studies relying on wiretap data:
who called whom may reveal the presence of hierarchy in the network,
and whether business operations are going according to plan (Morselli
2009).

Most of the evidence on the importance of social networks in recruit-
ment emerges from qualitative social network analysis, in which the role
of social ties in recruitment seems ubiquitous. A systematic review of
47 empirical studies of recruitment in organized crime found social ties
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to be the most important mechanism of entry among the more than
10 factors considered (Savona et al. 2017). Social network data have ama-
jor role to play in understanding the mechanics of recruitment. Yet,
very few studies of recruitment were designed around social networks.
The main blind spot is a sort of sample-selection bias—sampling on the
dependent variable.We examine thosewho have been chosen but learn lit-
tle of the larger number of individuals who could have been selected but
were not.

Having the network of social relations can help figure that out. The
decision to recruit a specific individual is a socially embedded decision.
We need simultaneously to consider both the recruiter and the recruit’s
networks. Part of why a specific recruit was selected involves not simply
his skills or social capital within the organization, but also the impor-
tance of the person who is recruiting or vouching for him in the larger
network.

Few published studies of recruitment have used social network data to
demonstrate the process, but the importance of social ties is fundamental.
A prominent example of a networked view of recruitment is Morselli’s
(2003) analysis of SammyGravano’s rise in the Gambino family. Specific
contacts, at different times, allowedGravano entry into theColombo and
then Gambino families, promotion within the Gambinos, and a lengthy
criminal career, even considering major rule transgressions. All turning
points were driven by key social contacts that mentored and vouched
for him, essential for entry and progression within the families. These so-
cial mentors differ from technical mentors in that their main function is
to affect their proteges’ involvement in the social networks, and not nec-
essarily to refine their skill sets (Bouchard and Nguyen 2011). Many
mentors serve both purposes. Recruitment into criminal organizations
goes through networks. This does not mean that criminal competence
is irrelevant. Mentors do not take just anybody under wing; they take
on proteges who show promise. Social capital creates human (criminal)
capital (Coleman 1988), but the reverse is also true.

Morselli’s (2003) analysis reversed the perception that a willingness to
use violence to prove loyalty was the main factor in explaining Gravano’s
rise in the Gambino family. The network came first, abilities developed,
and promotion ensued. Violence came last. Gravano’s network did not
grow linearly with each promotional stage.His core network peakedwhen
he became a capo (underboss) and steadily declined until his indictment as
Gambino family underboss in 1990. Initially, the recruit is hierarchically
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constrained; he relies on the networks of others to climb the hierarchy
inside the organization. The recruit crosses the boundaries of the organi-
zation based on specific social ties and, if successful, reproduces these net-
work processes at each subsequent promotional stage.

Networked Decisions: Recruitment for Specific Crimes. How do organized
criminals decide who to include in a murder conspiracy or a drug-
trafficking venture?They look around and find themost suitable partners.
Progress on this question was made at the conceptual level, even though
data, research designs, and methods existed to support existing theories
about cooperation among criminals. The intuition that offenders draw
co-offenders from a larger pool of associates predates the explosion of so-
cial network analysis in criminology. In 1993, Tremblay published an im-
portant essay that laid theoretical and research foundations. He argued
that the search for co-offenders is purposeful, social, and rational, but in-
volved trade-offs. Not all suitable co-offenders are trustworthy, and not
all trustworthy crime partners are suited for the job. Offenders who can
best reconcile these dilemmas were hypothesized to achieve better
outcomes.

A network approachmakes it possible to visualize the extent and nature
of the available co-offenders, and model the likelihood a particular co-
offender is selected, based on a combination of network position and po-
tential co-offenders’ attributes. Visualization identifies potential candidates,
and modeling enhances understanding of selection patterns.

These advantages are not limited to only organized crime studies (Mc-
Carthy, Hagan, and Cohen 1998). A network approach can improve un-
derstanding of the choices and constraints associated with any decision to
cooperate.What is distinctive about organized crime is that most of those
decisions are made within the context of an organization, meaning that
the pool of suitable candidates may be limited. Decisions about recruit-
ment are bounded. Co-offending decisions are freer outside of criminal
organizations, but offenders are subject to many of the same kinds of
considerations:Who can do this with me, and whom do I trust to execute
well and maintain confidences if caught by the police?

McCuish, Bouchard, and Corrado (2015) studied recruitment deci-
sions in organizing three murders. The group, initially a youth gang,
grew into a criminal organization during the 10 years they were followed.
Access to official co-offending data during that period was available,
which provided complete networks related to all three murders (all led
to convictions), but those data could not track social and criminal ties
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not known to the police. For most crimes, gang members co-offended
with people in and outside the gang, but for murder conspiracies, all par-
ticipants were recruited from the gang leader’s inner circle of members.
Members were more trustworthy than outsiders; the higher the stakes,
the more likely members were to be selected.

Collaborations in organized crime ventures are often based on trust,
making some recruitment and co-offending decisions less than optimal
(Tremblay 1993). Network data highlight constraints faced by organized
criminals and demonstrate individual differences in access to social op-
portunity structures that characterize organized crime (Morselli 2003;
Kleemans and De Poot 2008; Bouchard and Nguyen 2011).
III. Dangers in Interpreting Network Data
Network data are vulnerable to the biases that affect other criminal jus-
tice data: incompleteness, recall bias, and overemphasis on some groups
at the expense of others (Campana 2016a). Campana and Varese (2012),
focusing on wiretap data, provide the most comprehensive examination
of limitations of illicit network data.

In this section, I discuss limitations of three kinds: overinterpretation,
overcomplexification, and oversimplification. Many of these dangers re-
sult from lack of contextual data. Network data should normally con-
tain more context information than is possible in traditional quantitative
studies.
A. Overinterpretation
When network data are the only or main source of information, it is

easy to see more patterns than exist. There is, for example, always a risk
of imputing too much intentionality and purpose to observed network
patterns. A person may have many connections to others in a criminal
network, and link otherwise disconnected individuals, but not take ad-
vantage of co-offending possibilities or even recognize them. This may
be more common than we know. Researchers seldom ask offenders to
describe their self-perceived network position, or their strategies to take
advantage of their social networks. Even if individuals are unaware of
their network positions and its potential benefits, they are in a position
to benefit from their network positions. The potential benefits exist.



Collaboration and Boundaries in Organized Crime 457
Whether they are recognized is another matter entirely. Social capital
consists of the ability to use social connections (Lin, Cook, and Burt
2001), not their number or quality. A person could have comparatively
few connections but use them exceptionally effectively. Network schol-
ars need to do more to demonstrate that central players are aware of
their connections and use them strategically.

A related overinterpretation error is more common: interpreting the
whole network while forgetting it was built for particular reasons. The
origins of the network always matter, for the same reason they matter
in snowball sampling: network composition will be shaped by the seeds
from which it grew. The more seeds and the greater their diversity, the
more likely we are to understand the characteristics of the population
making up the network. Conceptualizing network construction as a sam-
pling process acknowledges that researchers make choices, often arbi-
trary ones, on whom to include in the network; those choices have impli-
cations for interpreting the results. Overinterpretation occurs when
scholars interpret the network positions of seeds and nonseeds on the
same level. Valid interpretations should always be made on two separate
levels—seeds versus nonseeds (e.g., “Among seeds, themost central is. . . .
Among nonseeds (i.e., alters), someone who emerges as potentially im-
portant is . . .”; Varese 2013; Hashimi and Bouchard 2017).

B. Overcomplexification
Network scholars can become too enthusiastic. Networks can grow al-

most infinitely. A follow-the-links approach has, in theory, no objective
end. In practice, letting networks grow too far away from their seeds
confounds analyses. To the extent that the network starting point was
well chosen (e.g., a mafia leader, members of a Hells Angels chapter),
extending it three or four steps from the original seeds can significantly
change its nature. An analysis can begin from an original seed and be ex-
tended to include the seed’s network, the connections of the seed’s
connections, and their third-order connections. By the end of the pro-
cess, the network around the seed could contain 100 or more individuals.
The starting point remains relevant; the 100 are known because they are
within three steps of the seed. However, the network is no more the
seed’s than it is the network of any one of the 100 others. Indirect
connections diffuse through networks and influence criminal behavior
(Papachristos 2011), but interpretations must reflect these complexities.



458 Martin Bouchard
C. Oversimplification
Oversimplification often results frommissing data. All researchers rec-

ognize the need to manage missing data problems. With network data,
a missing node or link may fundamentally distort characterization of the
network (Morselli 2009; Campana and Varese 2012), especially if the net-
work is small. Interpretive errors concerning large networks missing, say,
10 percent of nodes, are less likely than concerning smaller networks in
which the 10 percent missing data may be crucial (Burcher and Whelan
2015).

In network analyses, data missing from law enforcement databases can
be crucial. Researchers can see, and code for, data concerning people
seen by the police, or whom the police think relevant (wives or girlfriends
may sometimes be excluded). People who escape police attention do not
appear. Some individuals identified in police data are likely not to be cen-
tral, and are thus unlikely to be picked up in the network analyses. How
does someone become visible and central in police data?Typically, by be-
ing arrested more often than others who might have been. Those arrested
often are not the people at the center of events underlying major crime
investigations.

Those issues can be addressed. Multivariate analyses can control for
offenders’ relative network exposure, net of other important patterns be-
ing investigated. The use of data from multiple years often compensates
for the effect of including data for some offenders from an atypical year,
for instance, years in which they were the targets of major police in-
vestigations. Use of multiple data sources can compensate for limita-
tions of any one source. The focus in arrest data on the event and visible
co-offending can be offset by adding surveillance data (Rostami and Mon-
dani 2015), if available, or police contact data (Hashimi and Bouchard
2017; Ouellet, Bouchard, and Charette 2019). Criminals, even master-
minds, do not fully avoid having police records, even if they are never
convicted.
IV. The Future of Research on Networks
and Collaboration in Organized Crime

Network research on organized crime is constantly evolving. Myriad re-
search questions need better answers. I discuss four: how andwhen bound-
aries form, variations in cultures of collaborations, age boundaries, geo-
graphical boundaries.
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A. How and When Boundaries Form
Network data can capture dynamics that exist within criminal orga-

nizations, changes in relationships between stable members, and changes
in the relative importance of peripheral members who come and go.Net-
work researchers are less interested in changes in the number ofmembers
than in the structure of the organization. For example, is it becoming
more centralized around a few leaders, as may have been intended dur-
ing a retrenchment phase, or does the social network of collaborations
among members tell a different story?

This approach allows us a chance to draw from network theory to
make predictions about survival. Ouellet, Bouchard, and Charette’s (2019)
study of gang persistence showed that forming alliances outside the orga-
nization was key for the survival of the relatively small groups that make
up the bulk of organized crime. For large groups, the opposite was true:
the more outside alliances, the lower the likelihood of survival. Network
descriptions of different criminal organizations may thus facilitate un-
derstanding of how they are likely to evolve over time, including their
capacity to adapt to disruptions caused by law enforcement (Morselli
2009; Bright, Koskinen, and Malm 2018) and conflicts with other groups
(Papachristos 2009; Bichler et al. 2019). Study of illicit networks is largely
descriptive and cross-sectional. Work on longitudinal networks has mostly
been conducted in the classrooms of hundreds of American high schools.
With a few notable exceptions (e.g., Bright, Koskinen, and Malm 2018),
the resulting models have rarely been applied to organized crime net-
works (Ouellet and Hashimi 2019). The opportunity to look into how
and when boundaries form is likely to drive the research agendas of many
crime and network scholars in the near future.

B. The Emergence of Cultures of Cooperation
Collaboration and group boundaries need fuller study and explanation

using network data and methods. That organized criminals collaborate is
not mysterious. Christakis’s Blueprint (2019) shows that collaboration
emerges in any society as part of the fabric of human life. However,
variations exist in the forms collaboration takes. Some groups formhighly
centralized networks, with connections passing through only a few in-
dividuals, like the core-periphery structures discussed above. Others are
more egalitarian; network members have relatively similar numbers of
ties to others. Christakis argues that variations are shaped by a combina-
tion of the environments in which they are embedded and the cultures
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of cooperation developed among network members. Consider, for ex-
ample, the 19 hijackers involved in the 9/11 terrorist plot; their network
was long and sparse, with few strong ties within or between different
hijackings (Krebs 2002). The stakes were high, and the time required
was substantial, making it necessary to keep the conspiracy going for a
long time without being detected (Morselli, Giguere, and Petit 2007).
This favored a snake-shaped network in which failure of one part of
the network would be unlikely to cascade through the rest. Each individ-
ual member knew little about the whereabouts of others. The efficiency-
security trade-off favored security. Security concerns are associated with
sparse networks, efficiency with dense ones (Morselli, Giguere, and Petit
2007).

Criminal organizations have agency in creating cultures that favor
more effective collaboration. A cultural environment favoring collabora-
tion is associated with growth and survival of criminal organizations. Or-
ganizations that foster environments in which cheating and defections
are common are more likely to fail. Just as in the legitimate world, differ-
ences in organizations’ capacity to establish a culture of cooperation are
associated with tangible outcomes, such as longer survival, or high collec-
tive achievement (Tremblay, Bouchard, and Petit 2009; Sergi 2016).
Ouellet, Bouchard, andCharette (2019) showed that small groups benefit
from recruitment; the competency of recruitment decisions, however, is
important. Growing in the right way may be crucial to survival of smaller
groups.

The preceding observations are hypotheses. There have been few or
no empirical demonstrations of the interplay of culture and collabora-
tion in organized crime. It would be challenging to adapt Christakis’s
(2019) online experiments to real-life organized crime. A way forward
would involve combinations of qualitative data on cultures and subcultures
with network data on interactions within the subculture (for a brilliant ex-
ample of concerning gangs, see Tremblay et al. 2016).

C. Age Boundaries
A focus on connections between individuals as a main unit of analysis

is bound to pay attention to aspects of organized crime collaborations
that are otherwise easily overlooked. Age differences between individuals
are one indicator that would benefit from greater attention. Age differ-
ence is an indicator of mentorship, an indicator of longer, more success-
ful criminal careers (Morselli, Tremblay, and McCarthy 2006). Scholars
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interested in criminal trajectories, including whether juvenile delinquency
is likely to lead to adult criminality (e.g., Savona et al. 2017; Blokland et al.
2019), should pay attention to relationships between offenders of signif-
icantly different ages. Adolescents who interact only with others of the
same age are much more likely to desist from crime when they become
adults. Having role models, in crime or otherwise, helps frame career
paths.

At the organization level, groups that maintain ties to younger people
are more likely to survive (Ouellet et al. 2019). The organizational model
of the Hells Angels and of other outlaw biker clubs includes establish-
ment of puppet clubs fromwhich future members are recruited (Morselli
2009; Quinn and Forsyth 2011). Similar mentoring functions have been
observed in the larger networks of mafia families; they ensure that re-
cruits are properly vetted and that they learn the rules of behavior inside
the family (Varese 2018). These cultural and knowledge transfers are in-
herently social in nature (Sutherland 1937) and best approached with
network data. A potential benefit of this approach, at the meso level, is
improved understanding of the evolution and demise of criminal orga-
nizations. Organizations with healthy stables of potential recruits and
a tradition of promotion and cooperation are more likely to survive.

D. Crossing Geographic Boundaries
Network studies of transnational organized crime are not common.

Campana (2016b, 2018) constructed transnational networks from major
investigative files in a number of countries. Access to files documenting
collaborative activities of offenders from multiple countries is often avail-
able only in the country whose law enforcement agencies have jurisdiction
(e.g., Varese 2013;Tenti andMorselli 2014).These types of studies are im-
portant because offenders coordinating cross-border trafficking are often
role models, sources of inspiration to other criminals who look up to them
(Tremblay andMorselli 2000). They are few in number and hard to detect
(Bouchard and Ouellet 2011) and potentially make the most money from
crime (Reuter and Haaga 1989; Desroches 2005; Bouchard and Ouellet
2011). Their influence needs to be studied.

This small body of research sets the stage for deeper looks into net-
works that cross geographical boundaries. The interplay of local con-
nections, and connections that span multiple countries, is poorly under-
stood. Fewmembers of transnational networks are aware of activities and
connections beyond the local level. Future research needs to target the
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drivers of those differences, and whether these networks’ transnational
nature concerns only select individuals in coordination roles. The impli-
cation would be that there is perhaps no transnational organized crime
per se; only a few select individuals who broker deals across multiple
countries.
V. Conclusion
Morselli (2003) observed that much of the traditional literature on mafia
families revolved around networks. From Ianni and Reuss-Ianni’s (1972)
patron-client relationships to Haller’s (1990) fraternity of criminal
entrepreneurs, organized crime scholars had difficulty describing the
functioning of criminal organizations without emphasizing their social
networks. Their frameworks fit within the family of network approaches
to crime; they can be enriched by collecting network data. Doing so
reveals the mechanisms at play in collaboration among organized crimi-
nals. It permits boundaries to be drawn: who is part of the organization
and who is not; who is recruited and by whom; and how the organization
evolves, reproduces, and survives. Network data clarify the context, for
example, of recruitment decisions. Network data are mainly, but not
solely, about mapping relations. It is also about understanding why those
relations were formed.

How else can alliances across criminal organizations be described ac-
curately? It is indeed challenging to describe the interconnections among
cells in a drug distribution chain without referring to networks, or using
network terms. The terms “cell,” “connection,” and even “chain” are the
building blocks and foundation of network theory. The leap from think-
ing of organized crime in terms of network analogies, and consciously ap-
plying network data and methods, is not a large one.

Network data by themselves are not enough. A network approach is
sometimes possible only when other sources of data and theory are avail-
able. Economic approaches are needed to understand market forces that
explain involvement in onemarket but not another. Situational approaches
make sense of the decisionmaking involved in establishing an importation
route. Subcultural theory aids understanding of the origins and effects of
norms on behavior (Kleemans 2014). This volume of Crime and Justice is
illustrative. Many of the essays discuss similar subjects but use different
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perspectives. Most refer to work of others that is informed by different
perspectives.

I did not discuss other promising areas of research on organized crime
that could benefit from network approaches. They can also be used, for
instance, to gain insights into conflicts among criminal organizations.
Here, the analysis operates in reverse; rather than seek better understand-
ing of collaboration, the aim is to understand noncollaboration—antago-
nistic relations among organized criminals. The theoretical foundation
is the same; conflicts are inherently social acts. Each violent act in a con-
flict has a history, symbolic meanings, and, because conflicts involve mul-
tiple incidents, implications for future incidents. The retaliatory nature
of conflicts has an indirect consequence of expanding the social networks
in which groups are embedded. A network approach can help understand
patterns of conflict that are likely to recur because they are integrated in
the identities of the protagonists (Papachristos 2009). Studying alliances
and conflicts together makes possible informed predictions about who
will win the conflict.

I also did not discuss practical implications of adopting a network ap-
proach; they are a selling point for law enforcement agencies contemplat-
ing collaborations with academics. Understandably, practitioners have been
attracted by the prospect that social network analysis may facilitate the
disruption of criminal groups (Bichler and Malm 2015). In principle,
those developments are positive; couching target selection decisions for
violence reduction in network data is usually an improvement over tradi-
tional approaches that often use no systematic data at all.

In practice, policy recommendations stemming from network analyses
are only as good as the data used to generate them. Biased data produce
biased recommendations. Traditional practices, however, may produce
even more harms because of the same biases. Network methods can ac-
centuate biases existing in the data. They can also be used to detect biases.
Incorporation of novel methods in law enforcement practice should be
accompanied by a concern for transparency, a willingness to indepen-
dently evaluate performance, and an aim to reduce inequality.

Most of the organized crime literature takes networks for granted. Lit-
tle is known about why particular individuals rise to their network posi-
tions, orwhat forces causenetworks to takeone formandnot another.Net-
work structures emerge from the interplay of social forces that operate in
all social groups. They are at the heart of collaboration in organized crime.
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Paolo Campana

Human Smuggling: Structure
and Mechanisms
A B S T R A CT

Human smuggling is a form of illegal trade in which the commodity is an
assisted illegal entry into a country. While this is hardly a new phenomenon,
evidence points to increased involvement of smugglers in facilitating these
journeys. This has been linked to the hardening of entry policies in developed
countries. Smuggling markets tend to possess low barriers to entry and re-
markably similar organizational arrangements in all themain smuggling routes
in the world: no monopolies and small, localized, and rudimentary hierarchies.
There are clear separations between migrant smugglers and their protectors
and between migrant smugglers and drug traffickers. The limited empirical
evidence suggests that, rather than being involved in other unrelated criminal
activities, smugglers often run small-scale legitimate businesses. There is very
little evidence of direct involvement of traditional mafia-like organizations.
Finally, smugglers, often in competition to attract migrants, have developed
diverse strategies to foster transactions, including investing in their reputa-
tions, offering warranties, and bringing in third-party escrow services. Recent
developments in information technology have facilitated use of social media
and the internet.

Human smuggling, also commonly referred to as “migrant smuggling”
or “people smuggling,”was defined by article 2 of theUnitedNations Pro-
tocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air, adopted
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by theGeneral Assembly inNovember 2000, as “the procurement, in order
to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit, of the
illegal entry of a person into a State Party of which the person is not a na-
tional or a permanent resident.” As of May 2019, 112 countries had signed
the protocol andmadehuman smuggling a criminal offense.While national
legislation differs in how the offense is worded, the UN definition is the
gold standard around which all are modeled (Gallagher and David 2014).

Smuggling of migrants between countries for profit in the absence of a
legal right to movement is hardly a new phenomenon (Kyle and Kos-
lowski 2011). For instance, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
migration from what is now Germany, and central Europe more gener-
ally, to North America was sometimes facilitated by smugglers who op-
erated in ways that anticipate contemporary smuggling stories (Wokeck
1999; O’Reilly 2019). However, while in the past smugglers were mostly
needed to exit one’s country, contemporary smuggling is mostly
concerned with providing illegal entry into a country (with a few excep-
tions, notably Eritrea and North Korea, and Syria during the civil war).
This is reflected in the 2000 UN definition that makes an explicit refer-
ence to the absence of “necessary requirements for legal entry into the re-
ceiving State” (Article 3, subsection c). Since its adoption, there has been a
growth in concern of governments about human smuggling, and all of the
major destinations—the United States, Europe, and Australia—have de-
clared a “migration crisis” at some point. The hardening of entry policies
in nearly all developed countries has made reliance on smugglers increas-
ingly acute.1

Analytically, we can think of human smuggling as a market in which
the commodity traded is assisted illegal entry into a country (Bilger et al.
2006; Kleemans 2011; Campana and Varese 2016).2 Markets, by defini-
tion, are characterized by supply and demand. In this instance, migrants
constitute the demand side. They arewilling to buy a service, illegal entry,
1 See Massey, Durand, and Pren (2016, p. 1576) for an empirical test using US data; see
also Ayalew Mengiste (2018, p. 58).

2 I focus on smuggling understood as assisted illegal entry of migrants, thereby empha-
sizing activities related to the movement of people (this is in line, alas, with Article 3 and
Article 6, subparagraph 1a of the UN Protocol). However, the UN Protocol also cri-
minalizes activities “enabling a person who is not a national or a permanent resident to re-
main in the State concerned without complying with the necessary requirements for legally
remaining in the State” (Article 6, subparagraph 1c). These activities relate to illegal stays
rather than to illegal entries and movements and are outside the scope of this essay.
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for reasons that include leaving war zones, extreme poverty, economic
hardship, and persecution (Robinson and Segrott 2002; Antonopoulos
and Winterdyk 2006; Yildiz 2017; Optimity Advisors and Seefar 2018).
The demand for smuggling services is satisfied by a number of sellers.
In this market, they are characterized as smugglers. Based on their route
and ethnicity or nationality, smugglers might be referred to by different
names, for instance, snakeheads in the case of Chinese smuggling (Chin
1999; Zhang and Chin 2002; Zhang 2008); coyotes or polleros3 along
the Mexican route to the United States (Izcara Palacios 2014; Sanchez
2015); muharrib among Syrians (Achilli 2018, p. 87); passeur in West Africa
(Maher 2018); and delaloch among Amharic-speaking Eritreans and
Ethiopians (Ayalew Mengiste 2018, p. 69).

Human smuggling is primarily an offense against a state.When every-
thing goes well, when the smuggler keeps his promise and the migrant
safely reaches the destination, the only victim is the state that has seen
its borders and its right to exercise control over its territory violated. Hu-
man trafficking, by contrast, involves control over a person for the purpose
of exploitation and is primarily an offense against an individual (Campana
and Varese 2016). An illegal entry into a country may occur, but it is an
ancillary element and not a constitutive one. The two terms are often er-
roneously used interchangeably in themedia and public discourse, leading
to confusion and hindering our ability to grasp either phenomenon fully
and develop effective policies.

However, while there are cases in which a journey started as smug-
gling and turns into trafficking (“failures of smuggling” as conceptual-
ized in Campana and Varese 2016) or cases in which a trafficker poses as
a smuggler to trick a potential victim, by and large the empirical evidence
supports the analytical distinction between smuggling and trafficking.
Fieldwork has shown that migrants act as buyers of services: they collect
information; they choose amongpossible smugglers; and in some instances
they have asset-negotiating power in relation to prices and warranties
(Optimity Advisors 2015, p. 36; Maher 2018, p. 40).

Smugglers too behave in ways that suggest a market for services rather
than coercive trafficking situations, from price segmentation based on
the quality of service (Optimity Advisors 2015, pp. 108–9) to a host of
3 Izcara Palacios (2014, pp. 325–26) notes that coyote is more often used and can be
traced back to the 1920s; pollero is more recent. They are often used interchangeably.
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different guarantees. The behavior of the market for smuggling services
appears to follow the law of demand and supply. For instance, the price
for an “assisted” journey from Greece to Serbia went up from €500 in
2012 to €2,000 (roughly, US$560 to $2,200) mainly due to higher de-
mand and a “slight increase in risk” experienced by smugglers (Optimity
Advisors 2015, p. 43). In other instances, an increase in supply brought
prices down, as in Libya in 2015 (Kingsley 2015).

This is not to say that migrants may not face risky situations and vio-
lence or, indeed, that smugglers always act reliably and honestly. Ac-
cording to the Missing Migrant Project of the International Organization
forMigration (IOM), at least 3,318 migrants lost their lives worldwide in
2019.4 Since the records began in 2014, a total of at least 34,477 migrant
fatalities have been recorded by IOM, with 2016 being the deadliest
(8,070 fatalities). The yearly average between 2014 and 2019 was 5,746.
The Mediterranean route constantly ranks as the deadliest; it accounted
for 64 percent of all fatalities in 2016.This is likely the result of both height-
ened risk due to the sea crossing, and improved data collection (data on
fatalities in the Libyan desert are arguably of lesser quality). The number
of deaths recorded by IOM at theUS-Mexico border was 2,336 from 2014
to 2019, with a yearly average of 389 (442 in 2018, the deadliest year on
record).

IOM also provides estimates of the mortality rate per attempted cross-
ing for the entireMediterranean sector: this includes sea arrivals in Spain,
Italy, Cyprus, andGreece, land arrivals in Spain, and interceptions by the
Tunisian National Guard and the Turkish and the Libyan coast guards.
The death rates were 1.4 percent for 2018 and 0.7 percent for 2017.

Besides risking death, migrants may also face exploitation while en route.
Using a postdeportation survey conducted in Mexico with 655 migrants
who used the services of smugglers and were apprehended by US authori-
ties, Slack and Martinez (2018, p. 153) documented 42 instances of peo-
ple held by coyotes, often following a steep increase in the originally
agreed fee, or by individuals posing as smugglers.5 This translates into
a 6 percent chance of being exploited. Of 1,602 people who arrived in
4 Data from https://missingmigrants.iom.int/.
5 Slack and Martinez (2018, pp. 159–60) used data from the second wave of the Migrant

Border Crossing Study. The sampling frame included individuals 18 years of age or older
who were apprehended by any US authority and repatriated to Mexico. Participants were
randomly selected using a spatial sampling technique and interviewed face-to-face (re-
sponse rate 94 percent).
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Italy from Libya and were interviewed by IOM in 2017, 36 percent said
they had been forced to work or perform activities against their will (Brian
2017, p. 9; it is not specified whether this happened at the hands of smug-
glers or other actors).

The complexity of the phenomenon, and often its contradictions,
emerges neatly from the postdeportation survey in Mexico; 75 percent
of migrants reported being satisfied with the services provided by the
smugglers (Slack andMartinez 2018, p. 153).6 In interviewswithmigrants
along one of the most perilous migrant routes from Ethiopia to Europe
crossing through Sudan and the Libyan desert, smugglers were “repeat-
edly described as supportive and protective bymigrants.Delaloch are con-
sistently described as saviors,” thus refuting “perceptions of smugglers
as exploitative or violent” (Ayalew Mengiste 2018, p. 71). Achilli (2018)
paints a similar picture of smuggling across the Eastern Mediterranean.
A Syrian refugee described smugglers as “neither good nor evil. You
pay for a service and you get what you pay for” (quoted in Achilli 2018,
p. 83).

Exploitation is often a consequence of the undocumented status of a
migrant rather than a direct consequence of smugglers’ action (Campana
and Varese 2016; Achilli 2018, p. 79). The cost of smuggling services
can place migrants in debt, making them vulnerable to accept exploitative
working conditions during or after the journey and potentially leading to
labor, sexual, or criminal exploitation.When analyzing such cases, it is cru-
cial to tease out the exact role a smuggler played—and whether he or she
was directly involved in the exploitation.

This essay proceeds as follows. The first section discusses issues related
to the measurement of human smuggling and offers an assessment of
two major routes, into the European Union and the United States, for
which we have the best evidence base. Section II surveys what is known
about the organization of smuggling activities in relation to a number
of international routes. Section III discusses relationships between hu-
man smuggling and other illegal activities, particularly drug trafficking
and protection. Section IV looks at theways smugglers foster transactions
in the smuggling market and overcome the acute trust problem that
characterizes such markets. Section V presents a brief assessment of
6 Smugglers can also be at the receiving end of violence, including one murder doc-
umented by Slack and Martinez (2018) in which migrants decapitated their smuggler with
a machete.
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policy responses. Section VI concludes (see table 1 for a summary of the
evidence).
I. Assessing the Extent of Human Smuggling
Empirical knowledge about human smuggling, despite the existence
of a commonly agreed legal definition of the phenomenon, is, to put it
mildly, very patchy. There is no global estimate of the extent of human
smuggling. Only a minority of countries regularly produce statistics on
it (McAuliffe and Laczko 2016, p. 10). Reliable statistics are difficult to
compile for a number of reasons.Human smuggling is illegal; both smug-
glers and migrants have strong incentive not to leave traces. Similarly,
states may have an incentive not to collect or divulge such data if, for
instance, they believe that migrants are only passing through their terri-
tory. Transit countries may have an incentive to allow an efficient un-
derground smuggling system rather than risk becoming a bottleneck in a
longer smuggling route. Some states may simply lack the capacity and
resources to collect data on smuggling. This is particularly true of states
with weak institutions and porous borders. Furthermore, some statesmay
decide not to make such data publicly available for political and security
reasons. Australia, for instance, introduced restrictions on release of in-
formation following the launch of a military-led antismuggling operation
in 2013 (Gallagher and McAuliffe 2016, p. 223).

Some countries report aggregate data on irregular migration rather
than on human smuggling. However, not all irregular migration involves
the assistance of a smuggler; people can cross borders alone or can enter
TABLE 1
Human Smuggling: A Summary of the Evidence

Smuggling markets show remarkably similar features throughout the world.
Such markets generally involve little violence among smugglers.
Smuggling groups are usually small and generally composed of individuals who are not

otherwise criminal.
There is little overlap between drug and human smuggling.
There is little or limited mafia-type organized crime direct involvement in human

smuggling.
There is an important, and often neglected, distinction between smugglers and protectors.
The market for smuggling services possesses many features normally associated with legal

markets, including competition and the importance of reputation and trust, and it relies
on well-developed financing traditions.
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a county legally and overstay the terms of their visa. Migrants regularly
living in a country at the time of the data collection following a regular-
ization process may have used the service of a smuggler in the past. In
other cases, the number of asylum applications may be used as a proxy for
smuggling. However, not all asylum seekers necessarily used a smuggler
to reach the country where the application has been lodged, nor have all
smuggled individuals necessarily lodged an asylum application.

The official data available on human smuggling tend to be produced by
law enforcement agencies, particularly border control agencies, and usu-
ally record detected illegal border crossings (IBCs) and comewith a num-
ber of limitations. Statistics normally refer to crossings rather than indi-
viduals. If the smuggling process extends across multiple countries, there
is a risk of double-counting the same individuals. Equally, in case of mul-
tiple interceptions, the same individual may be counted multiple times.
Official statistics can also underrepresent the phenomenon since they do
not include undetected crossings and migrants. This makes it difficult, for
example, to take into account instances inwhich a journey resulted in deaths.7

Furthermore, not all illegal border crossings are necessarily made with the
assistance of a smuggler, and there is variation in the use of smugglers de-
pending on the route. Finally, statistics may be influenced by changes in
the level of policing rather than by changes in human smuggling.Notwith-
standing their limitations, however, law enforcement statistics often con-
stitute the best and sometimes the only data source available.

There are large differences in the ability of law enforcement authori-
ties, and in the ability of states more generally, to collect data on illegal
border crossings and in their willingness to make the data public. It is best
therefore to resist the temptation to attempt to make global estimates of
human smuggling. Individual routes or even subroutes are preferable as a
macro unit of analysis. At present, our best evidence base relates to routes
into the European Union and the United States.

A. Smuggling into the European Union
European Union (EU) member states have over time increased their

coordinated law enforcement response to human smuggling, including
through establishment of a dedicated Anti-Smuggling Centre within
Europol (2017) and a commonBorder andCoastGuardAgency (Frontex).
7 Some ad hoc projects, such as the Missing Migrant Project of the International Orga-
nization for Migration, try to address this issue; https://missingmigrants.iom.int/.
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Table 2 presents yearly illegal border crossings into the EU detected since
2010 in relation to the three major routes8 of entry: theWesternMediter-
raneanRoute fromNorth Africa to Spain; theCentralMediterraneanRoute
fromNorth Africa to Italy andMalta; and the EasternMediterranean Route
mostly from Turkey to Greece.9

Howmany of these IBCs have involved smugglers? It is safe to assume
that journeys that include a sea crossing have likely been facilitated by
smugglers. In 2017, 93 percent of IBCs on the Western Mediterranean
Route, 82 percent on the Eastern Mediterranean, and 100 percent on
the Central Mediterranean involved a sea crossing (Frontex 2018, p. 43).
The following year, 98 percent of IBCs on the Western Mediterranean
Route, 60 percent on the Eastern Mediterranean, and all the Central
Mediterranean ones involved crossing a sea (Frontex 2019, p. 43). Land
crossings can be made with or without a smuggler, but given heightened
border controls, a conservative estimate is that two-thirds of crossings were
made with the assistance of a smuggler. Averaging across the 2 years, over
98 percent of WesternMediterranean crossings can be attributed to smug-
glers; over 90 percent of Eastern Mediterranean crossings; and all of the
Central Mediterranean ones.

Frontex also provides figures on the number of “facilitators” identi-
fied in any given year. These figures need to be taken with extreme cau-
tion as they conflate people with different roles in facilitating irregular
entry into the EU, including those involved in production of counterfeit
documents, and are likely grossly to underestimate the number of smug-
glers operating outside the EU. According to Frontex (2018, p. 46; 2019,
p. 44), the number of facilitators has hovered around ten thousand for
the last 5 years: 10,234 (2014); 12,023 (2015); 12,621 (2016); 10,246 (2017);
and 10,642 (2018).

B. Smuggling into the United States
The US Department of Homeland Security (DHS) produces annual

reports on a number ofmetrics related to illegal entry ofmigrants (“aliens”
in US statutory language). Table 3 presents the number of apprehensions,
or illegal border crossings, detected by law enforcement authorities at the
8 The remaining routes in the European Union record negligible figures. For example,
in 2018, 1,084 illegal border crossings were recorded for the entire Eastern Borders Route,
1,051 for theWest African Route (from Senegal to Canary Islands, Spain), and zero for the
Black Sea Route (Frontex 2019, p. 16).

9 Perhaps better described as the “Aegean Route.”
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southwest border between theUS andMexico spanningTexas,NewMex-
ico, Arizona, and California during the last 10 fiscal years available. Sim-
ilarly to Frontex, these data are event-based and not person-based, mean-
ing they do not represent a count of unique individuals apprehended at
the border (DHS 2018, p. 18).

How many IBCs involved smugglers? DHS (2019) provides estimates
based on surveys with apprehended migrants conducted by the Office for
Migration Statistics and the US Border Patrol. The Office for Migration
Statistics also estimates a constant increase in the rate of smuggler usage:
from 40–50 percent in the 1970s to 95 percent in 2006 (DHS2018, p. 48).
Similarly, US Border Patrol interviews have been estimated to show a
smuggler “usage rate” between 80 and 95 percent among migrants ap-
prehended in 2015, in clear contrast to the situation before 2001when “rel-
atively few illegal border crossers hired a smuggler” (DHS 2018, p. 48).
Data from the Mexican Migration Project at Princeton University point
to a similar level of smuggler involvement (close to 90 percent in 2017:
Sanchez 2018, p. 153).

Over the years, the composition of the nationality of migrants has
changed substantially with a constant decline of migrants holding Mexi-
can citizenship (table 4). In fiscal year (FY) 2008 migrants with Mexican
citizenship constituted 93 percent of the total; this fell to 46 percent in
FY 2016 (see also DHS 2018, p. 146).

Overall, the yearly trends for the EU point to an ability of smuggling
markets to expand quickly and to a considerable degree, most likely fol-
lowing increases in demand (Campana 2017). IBCs on the Eastern Med-
iterranean Route increased by 1,641 percent between 2014 and 2015 and
on the Central Mediterranean Route by 99 percent between 2012 and
2013 and 277 percent in 2013–14. Between 2010 and 2011, the increase
on the Central Route was 1,344 percent (Campana 2017).

Data from the United States suggest greater stability, perhaps an indi-
cation of a more mature market. Occasionally, however, same sectors ex-
perience steep increases (e.g., the Rio Grande Valley, Texas, where the
number of crossings increased 4.3 times between 2011 and 2014). These
rates of increase suggest that barriers to entry and levels of resources
required for an actor successfully to enter the market, or for an existing
actor to expand operations, are probably low.10 Empirical evidence from
10 See Campana (2017) for further discussion.
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China, Turkey, Mexico, andNiger supports this observation (Zhang and
Chin 2002; Spener 2009; Campana 2017; Demir, Sever, andKahya 2017;
Brachet 2018).
II. The Structure of Human Smuggling
How are smuggling activities organized? To answer this question, I turn
to the evidence available in relation to some of the main smuggling routes.

A. Organizational Arrangements along Four Main Routes
I discuss four main routes: from China into the US and Europe, across

the US border with Mexico, into Europe via Turkey and Greece, and
into southern Europe from Africa.

1. Chinese Smuggling into the US and Europe. Early works by crim-
inologists on human smuggling investigated the structure of smuggling
operations between China and the United States in the late 1990s. Ko-
lin Chin and Sheldon Zhang, both independently and jointly, have pro-
vided insight into Chinese-American smuggling operations based on
interviews with individuals directly involved in smuggling migrants (Chin
1999; Zhang andChin 2002; Zhang 2008).They noted thatChinese human
smuggling organizations differ in their structure from the traditional
triads, as they “are made up of decentralized associations of criminals
of diverse backgrounds, and the relationships among core members are
mostly horizontal” (Zhang and Chin 2002, p. 759; see also Chin 1999).

Interactions tend to take place within small groups, with each group fo-
cused on a specific set of tasks (Zhang 2008, p. 145). Zhang and Chin de-
scribe the network of smugglers as a “task force, committed to one task
or one operation at a time—that is, to deliver their clients to their destiny
and get paid” (Zhang andChin 2002, p. 750). These task forces tend to be
small with a core group of generally three or four individuals brought to-
gether purely by business arrangements. Chin (1999, p. 41) observed that
smuggling of Chinese migrants was carried out by groups “working inde-
pendently, each with its own organization, connections, methods and
routes. . . . No one of these groups, however, dominates or monopolizes
the lucrative trade” (Zhang andChin 2002, p. 750). Smugglers often have
a history of previous social interactions, for example thorough family net-
works or business dealings. Speaking the same Chinese dialects or grow-
ing up in the same place were found to be conducive to establishing smug-
gling partnerships (Zhang and Chin 2002, p. 750).
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More recently, Soudijn (2006) looked at the Netherlands experience.
He conducted an analysis of police files combined with field interviews
with members of the Chinese community and police officers and iden-
tified organizational arrangements similar to those described a decade
before in relation to the United States. Crucially, he noted that “no evi-
dence was found of a central organization controlling any (let alone all)
smuggling operations, either from the Netherlands or from abroad”
(Soudijn 2006, p. 127).Hemaintained that the level of coordination among
different groups operating at different stages wasminimal, and rejected the
“chain” metaphor often used to describe Chinese smuggling operations.

2. Smuggling across the US-Mexican Border. Spener (2009, p. 150) car-
ried out an in-depth study of smuggling across the Texas border and con-
cluded that there was no evidence of monopolization of the market by a
single groupor small set of groups. Further, he noted that, overall, the level
of sophistication of the coyotes in the 2000s was not “especially greater”
than the “organized bands of coyotes” operating in the 1920s (Spener
2009, p. 152). Similarly, Izcara Palacios (2014) found no evidence of smug-
glers using violence against other smugglers in order to monopolize the
market. Sanchez (2015, p. 44) found no evidence of “the existence of a
single, centralized, power providing operational or logical support in any
of the smuggling groups identified.”

3. Smuggling into Europe via Turkey and Greece. Içduygu and Toktas
(2002) explored organizational arrangements underpinning the illegal
movement of Iraqi and Iranian migrants. They described the smuggling
operations as “a loosely cast network, consisting of hundreds of inde-
pendent smaller units which cooperate along the way” (p. 46). They found
noevidenceof any “godfather-like”figure.Human smugglingwasnot char-
acterized by “international, centralized organizations”but by “smaller, local
and flexible organizations” (p. 46). Each organization operated indepen-
dently, as “a small part of a larger chain” with no centralized oversight
(p. 47). In some cases, smugglers might hand over migrants directly to an-
other independent smuggler after a border crossing. These arrangements
seem to have remained largely unchanged over the years (İçduygu 2018,
p. 33).

Evidence of similar arrangements can be found concerning Afghani
and Pakistani migrants (Koser 2008; Aksel et al. 2015, pp. 19–24). Based
on interviews with convicted Turkish-based smugglers, Demir, Sever, and
Kahya (2017, p. 384) note the absence of an “international umbrella orga-
nization” with “branches in several countries.” Smuggling is instead based
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on groups that “communicate and cooperate . . . horizontally” across the
different stages of the process (p. 384). Rather than being similar to a
mafia-type organization, these small groups are “loosely connected”with
limited if any internal hierarchy (p. 385). Smugglers rarely used violence
and did not carry guns.This is confirmed byAchilli (2018, p. 85) in his work
on the movement of Syrian migrants. Smuggling along the Eastern Med-
iterranean corridor, crossing from Turkey into Greece and then onward
across the Balkans, “mostly consist[s] of a system of flexible and indepen-
dent organizations that enter into partnerships with one another for short
periods.”

4. Smuggling into Europe from Africa. Activities along the smuggling
route from the Horn of Africa to Europe via Libya and Italy appear to
be segmented and carried out by localized and rudimentary hierarchies.
Empirical evidence from Campana (2018), based on quantitative analysis
of data manually extracted from court files, demonstrates that smugglers
are largely independent and autonomous in their decisions, with indica-
tors of competition among them.

Figure 1 shows the first formal representation of a network of smug-
glers. It depicts the connections among smugglers operating along the
Central Mediterranean Route (migrants are excluded from the analysis).
FIG. 1.—Network of contacts among smugglers operating along the Central Mediterranean
Route (Horn of Africa to Europe via Libya). Note: Size of the nodes indicates degree centrality.
Source: Campana (2018, p. 489).
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It is based on real world contacts captured in phone wiretaps, testimony,
and other forensic evidence. Each node in the figure represents an in-
dividual, and its size points to that individual’s importance in the network
measured by the number of connections (ties) each person has established
(degree centrality).

Individuals have different levels of centrality, with a small number of
higher centrality actors.Contacts tend to cluster around those actors, sug-
gesting the presence of rudimentary hierarchies. Small hierarchies can be
identified at all stages of the smuggling route, and their reach tends to re-
main local. Additionally, there is no evidence of a single hierarchical or-
ganization, but rather a collection of independent actors. Even in net-
works involved in the supply of a truly transnational commodity, namely
the movement of people from the Horn of Africa to northern Europe,
the local dimension plays an important role. The odds of connection be-
tween smugglers are almost seven times higher if they are both involved
in the same stage of the journey (Campana 2018).

There are strong indications of competition—a “far cry from the idea
that smuggling markets are characterized by the presence of kingpins
who can exert monopolistic control over a certain route” (Campana 2018,
p. 493). Work on segments of the route supports the same conclusions.
AyalewMengiste (2018, p. 69) describes a similar segmentation of the pro-
cess with smugglers specializing in moving migrants from Eritrea to Ethi-
opia or Sudan and then either connecting them with another smuggler or
leaving them free themselves to look for other smugglers who can facilitate
the rest of the journey, and points out that Eritrean migration should not
be “reduced to” kidnappings for ransom or trafficking for organ harvest-
ing, but rather understood as “a local and transnational, community-based,
proximity-oriented phenomenon dependent on specific entanglements of
social and smuggling networks” (p. 71).

Arrangements along theWest African route appear to follow a similar
pattern. Brachet (2018, p. 29) maintains that what are often defined as
transnational networks inNiger are “rather fragmented and uncoordinated
chains of actors.” He notes that “there are no transnational criminal net-
works in Agadez but rather small-scale low-investment activities” (p. 29).
A senior smuggler interviewed in Agadez by Raineri (2018, p. 69) explained
that they “mainly work on the basis of occasional agreements, including
part-time. Anyone can be a smuggler for some time; you just bring your
own car, and then leave with no fear of reprisals whatsoever.”Competition
appears to be rife in Agadez, bringing down prices (Raineri 2018, p. 72).
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Molenaar (2017) observed a growth of “travel agencies” from 15 in 2007 to
70 in 2013.

All the migration flows discussed show a striking similarity in organi-
zation. This is further observed in a review prepared for the European
Commission in which Optimity Advisors (2015, p. 48) note that “for all
the routes [in the EU] studied, migrant smuggling operations appear to
be organised along a primarily horizontal structure of intermediaries that
interface with each other.” While at first glance this might suggest hier-
archical, top-downorganizations, a closer look “reveals that even the larger
networks, which span over several regions, are often organised around only
one or two main actors who control bigger or smaller networks compet-
ing or cooperating with each other, and rely on the involvement of a range
of additional actors who provide specific services” (p. 48). Smugglers are
not tied to specific groups.

While there are striking similarities between routes, there are also dif-
ferences in the degree of sophistication of smuggling operations. One
main factor that affects the relative complexity of smuggling operations
is the degree of difficulty in providing the service or making a journey.
Some difficulties are the consequence of natural elements: organizing a
sea crossing across theMediterranean requires greater resources and more
specialized skills than crossing land borders in a valley. Others are the con-
sequence of heightened border controls or conflicts.

B. Internal Organization
Hierarchies tend to be rudimentary, almost nonexistent, but not all

smugglers are equal. Some havemore prestige, autonomy, and resources.
These main actors are often referred to as “organizers” (Bilger, Hofmann,
and Jandl 2006; Soudijn 2006; Optimity Advisors 2015; UNODC 2018;
Campana 2018). Bilger, Hofmann, and Jandl (2006, p. 78) describe the
organizer as a person who “controls the whole process.” However, while
organizers by definition need to possess some degree of control over both
processes and other people’s activity, the reach of their control can easily
be overstated, particularly when relying on evidence collected from mi-
grants who themselvesmight not have had direct contact with the organiz-
ers (e.g., Bilger, Hofmann, and Jandl 2006, p. 78). I (Campana 2018,
p. 488) define organizers as “individuals who give orders but do not re-
ceive them; they are in a position to make pivotal decisions regarding
smuggling operations.” While some possess international connections,
their ability to exert direct control is normally limited to a specific stage,
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for example within the sea crossing in the Mediterranean or within the
journey from Sicily to a destination in continental Italy.11

The available evidence reveals some signs of specialization among smug-
glers, including drivers, brokers, fake document providers, people running
and surveilling safe houses, and money collectors (Içduygu and Toktas
2002; Zhang and Chin 2002; Campana 2018; UNODC 2018). Zhang
and Chin (2002, pp. 751–54) describe Chinese smuggling as characterized
by “little hierarchical differentiation” but with a “well developed” divi-
sion of labor. Smuggling across the Eastern Mediterranean has similar
characteristics: “even though these groups generally lacked centralized
and hierarchical structures, a number of roles could be identified within
the organizations” (Achilli 2018, p. 15). A host of roles besides the orga-
nizerswere identified, ranging fromboat owners to cashiers, drivers, look-
outs, and bodyguards.

Are smuggling groups organized along ethnic lines or shared national-
ity? Fragmented evidence suggests that the answer is often yes. This is
the case for the Chinese smuggling organizations studied by Zhang and
Chin (2002) and Soudijn (2006). Based on 51 German court proceed-
ings, Neske (2006) observed that higher level smugglers tend to share
the same ethnicity (often also with the migrants).

While the core of an organizationmay be ethnically homogeneous, co-
ordination is likely to extend to individuals of different ethnicities or na-
tionalities. This is the case, for instance, with local fixers (Neske 2006).
This resembles my (Campana 2018) description of a smuggling ring op-
erating between the Horn of Africa and Scandinavia via Libya and Italy.
Of 28 smugglers based in Italy for whom reliable information about their
nationality was available, 18 were Eritreans, 7 were Ethiopians, and one
each was from Ghana, Ivory Coast, and Guinea (the smuggled migrants
were overwhelmingly Eritreans). A similar pattern emerged in an Alba-
nian ring operating between Belgium and the United Kingdom (Myria
2018, pp. 105–6).

Soudijn (2006, p. 46) offers further evidence: of 178 individuals iden-
tified by the Dutch authorities in Chinese smuggling cases between 1996
11 That not all smugglers are equal also emerges from Zhang and Chin (2002, p. 748) on
Chinese human smuggling: “Those who invested most in smuggling operations were also
the ones to make the most money, whereas many others were merely playing auxiliary
roles by recruiting clients and making referral fees.”
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and 2003, 108 were from mainland China, 12 from Hong Kong, and 2
fromTaiwan. Chinese nationals were by far themost numerous, but they
had established working relationships with individuals of 12 other nation-
alities, of which the largest group not surprisingly were 20Dutch nationals.

Why do smugglers prefer working with people from the same ethnic-
ity? Ethnic background per se is not what matters. Ethnicity (or nation-
ality) is a proxy for shared language, facility in establishing contacts and
checking reputations, and a strategy to minimize risk and uncertainty
(Zhang and Chin 2002).12

Finally, how can we explain the ability of small unsophisticated smug-
gling organizations to move large numbers of migrants? The answer lies
in the nature of the service rendered; by and large it does not appear to
require large investments in resources and capital. The story of a small
ring moving migrants in a van across the US-Mexican border illustrates
this well. The ring consisted of five people: three men in Austin, Texas,
and two collaborators in Mexico, one at the border and one working as
a recruiter in the state of Zacatecas (Spener 2009). One smuggler reported
that between 10 and 12 migrants were driven across the border on each
trip. He estimated making around 30 trips in 12 months, charging each
migrant $1,200 (Spener 2009, pp. 153–54).

Spener (2009) conservatively estimates that 600 migrants were smug-
gled per year with revenues in excess of $780,000. This story shows that
increasing the number of migrants substantially would not require a large
investment. Addition of a second van and a couple more drivers could
have at least doubled the number of migrants transported, with neither
resource difficult to come by. The relative simplicity of the modus oper-
andi explains why smugglers can adapt quickly to changing circumstances
such as a sudden increase in demand. The low level of resources required
suggests that a large number of competing groups may have been in
operation at the same time. This matches with the experience of a US fed-
eral judge who had seen “hundreds, if not thousands, of ‘alien smuggling’
defendants in his courtroom over the years” (Spener 2009, p. 154).
III. Is Smuggling a Specialized Activity?
The empirical evidence on the sociodemographic characteristics of smug-
glers is very limited. Studies that have attempted to offer quantitative
12 More generally, see Kleemans and van de Bunt (2003) on the importance of social ties.



490 Paolo Campana
profiles of smugglers often rely on small convenience samples. Demir,
Sever, and Kahya (2017) carried out 54 face-to-face interviews with con-
victed smugglers who were arrested and sentenced in Turkey. All inter-
viewees were male, with an average age of 36 years; 52 percent identified
themselves as Kurdish and 32 percent as Turkish. Half had a primary
school qualification, 22 percent a secondary school diploma, and 20 per-
cent a high school diploma (Demir, Sever, and Kahya 2017, p. 378). Of
292 individuals I analyzed in Campana (2018), who were operating be-
tween theHorn of Africa and Scandinavia via Libya and Italy, 277 (95 per-
cent) weremale.Migrant smuggling seemsmostly to be amale-dominated
business (Optimity Advisors 2015, p. 52).

Individuals with a position of responsibility in smuggling into Europe
tend to be age 35 or older; aides and guides tend to be younger, between
18 and 25 (Optimity Advisors 2015, p. 52). Many sources indicate that
smugglers tend to have other legitimate occupations. Of smugglers in-
terviewed by Demir, Sever, and Kahya (2017, p. 319), 91 percent cited
another legitimate occupation, and only one described smuggling as his
main activity. Similarly,Chinese smugglers interviewedbyZhang andChin
(2002, p. 758) did not consider smuggling theirmain livelihood. They en-
gaged in a host of legitimate business activities. They were small business
owners, handymen, taxi drivers, fruit stand owners, fast food restaurant
owners, housewives, massage parlor owners, police officers, and govern-
ment officials. Eritrean smugglers tend to be soldiers or people who work
and live in border areas and have experience crossing borders, sometimes
as a result of trading activities (Ayalew Mengiste 2018, p. 68).

While many smugglers run legitimate activities, most are not involved
in illegal activities other than smuggling. The majority of smugglers in-
terviewed by Demir, Sever, and Kahya (2017, p. 379) had no criminal
background (38 percent) or had been involved only in smuggling (31 per-
cent). Only one was classified as related to a mafia-type organization, and
three were connected to drug trafficking (5 percent). These findings are
in line with the analysis of 174 smugglers arrested in Istanbul between
2007 and 2013 by Icli, Sever, and Sever (2015). Forty-five percent did not
have a criminal record, and 23 percent had been involved only in smug-
gling. Six (3 percent) had been involved in narcotics. Similarly, Stone-
Cadena and Alvarez Velasco (2018, p. 205) found no evidence of “any in-
volvement of transnational organized crime” in human smuggling out of
Ecuador.
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Smugglers do not seem to engage in violence against fellow smugglers.
Of the 28 Italian-based smugglers I identified (Campana 2018), none
were involved in violence against any other smuggler in the network. Sim-
ilarly, Zhang and Chin (2002) concluded that violence among smugglers
was rare. They suggested that violence might carry negative conse-
quences particularly concerning the desire “to build and maintain a trust-
worthy image” (p. 756). Violence does not appear to be a valuable resource,
and smugglers prefer to convey an image of themselves as service provid-
ers, as travel agents for people who cannot enlist the services of a legal
one (as in the case of smugglers interviewed byAchilli [2018] in theEastern
Mediterranean). The Mexican smugglers described by Sanchez (2018)
were mostly marginalized ordinary citizens who entered the market in
“an attempt to supplement their incomes rather than driven by criminal
intention” (p. 149).

I now turn to first discuss the relationship between the smuggling of
people and trafficking of drugs and then the often overlooked relation-
ship between smugglers and protectors.

A. Human Smuggling and Drug Trafficking
To what extent are drug trafficking organizations involved in the

smuggling of migrants? And vice versa? Chin (1999) explored this in re-
lation to heroin smuggling from Southeast Asia and found little evidence
that smugglerswere involved in drug trafficking, contrary to claims byUS
authorities. Of 300 migrants he interviewed, only one reported being
asked by smugglers to carry two bags of opium (from the Golden Trian-
gle to Bangkok; Chin 1999). No drugs were seen on board vessels by those
who left China by sea (Chin 1999, p. 35).

What about the Mexican-US route, a major route for both drug traf-
ficking and migrant smuggling? This is a place where there is a sizable
demand for smuggling services and where sophisticated drug trafficking
organizations operate. Yet, there is little evidence of a mélange of smug-
gling of drugs and migrants.

Spener (2009) reviewed 197 cases of “alien smuggling” prosecuted in
the federal courthouse in Laredo, Texas, in the early 2000s and found only
one case in which drugs had been seized (47 pounds of marijuana). Only
10–15 percent of defendants had previous convictions for drug felonies,
often for simple possession and not for sale or distribution (it is not un-
common for smugglers to use cocaine or marijuana during difficult



492 Paolo Campana
crossings). Qualitative evidence from a host of informants, including
migrants, smugglers, human rights activists, US attorneys, probation
officers, public defendants, judges, and law enforcement officials indicated
almost unanimously that drug trafficking andhuman smuggling at the end
of the 1990s and in the early 2000s were “generally separate businesses”
(Spener 2009, pp. 155–56). Overall, “it did not appear that drug-moving
and people-moving were necessarily carried out by a single organization”
( p. 157).

This separation seems to have persisted over the years. According to
Izcara Palacios (2014, p. 324), the empirical evidence on ties between
migrant smuggling and drug trafficking is “scarce.” His interviews with
85 smugglers suggest a clear separation between migrant smuggling and
drug trafficking in the mind of smugglers themselves. As one smuggler
put it, “either you’re a pollero and carry people, or you’re a drug dealer
and carry drugs. Over there you can’t do both things at once” (p. 336).

This does not mean that coyotes do not sometimes switch from mi-
grant smuggling to drug trafficking. Spener found evidence of men who
used to work as smugglers and then joined a drug trafficking organization,
mainly due to the prospect of higher earnings. Good smugglers make for
good recruits for drug trafficking organizations, as they possess knowledge
of routes and trails. However, when smugglers decide to join a drug traf-
ficking organization, they “leave coyotaje” and “cut ties with the social
world” outside the drug trafficking organization (Izcara Palacios 2014,
p. 331). Migrants and drugs do “not typically appear to be transported
and housed in the same places at the same times” (Spener 2009, p. 157).
Some segments of routes may be entirely off-limits to migrants as “drug
traffickers prefer to keep migrants out of drug trafficking routes, most
likely to avoid unwanted attention from law enforcement” (Sanchez and
Zhang 2018, p. 142).

In recent years, there have been increasing numbers of reports of mi-
grants carrying backpacks with drugs across theUS-Mexico border.How-
ever, Sanchez and Zhang (2018) argue that this should not be interpreted
as a sign of a convergence between human smuggling and drug traffick-
ing operations. Migrants’ testimonies indicate that “the decision to carry
drugs often was a personal, complex choice, rather than the result of co-
ercion” (p. 143). It was more a consequence of lack of financial resources
“to cover basic needs like room or board, or having run out of money
after traveling vast distances and no longer able to afford smuggling
fees, [that] some migrants opted to assist drug traffickers in exchange
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for financial compensation or transportation within the United States”
(p. 143).

Workingwith drug traffickers canmean improved travel conditions for
migrants and access to faster routes that are inaccessible to smugglers.
Traffickers and smugglers seem to offer separate, somewhat competitive
travel options. Sanchez and Zhang (2018) point out that “our data also
show that migrants were able to decline, along some corridors and in
some instances, collaborations with criminal actors with no repercussion.
Among our respondents, for example, no one reported having faced retal-
iation as a result of his or her unwillingness to work or travel with drug
traffickers” (p. 147). The claim that human smuggling and drug traffick-
ing organizations have converged along the Mexican corridor remains
unconvincing.

B. Protectors and Smugglers
The relationship between smugglers and protectors is crucial—yet it

is often misunderstood or overlooked. In their works on the Italian-
American mafia, Schelling (1971) and Reuter (1983, 1985) pointed to a
separation between individuals specialized in protection (governance) and
other illegal actors. That separation exists in human smuggling.

Zhang and Chin (2002) found no clear evidence of “a connection be-
tween human smugglers and traditional Chinese crime groups in the
United States or elsewhere.” Of 90 individuals interviewed, only three
claimed to be members of traditional criminal organizations and none
was participating in smuggling “on behalf of their gangs” (p. 747). The
majority “took efforts not to entangle themselves with street gangs or
other crime groups in the Chinese community. However, this does not
mean that none of the smugglers have access to gangs when the situation
calls for it” (p. 747). Smuggling, they argue, is separate from traditional
Chinese criminal societies such as triads, tongs, and street gangs that are
normally involved in racketeering. Members of such organizations can
participate in the trade, but typically they do it on their own, independently.

I (Campana 2018) analyzed an active smuggling route cutting across
Sicily—an island with a long-standing mafia presence. There was no ev-
idence of any involvement of the Sicilian mafia in smuggling in Sicily or
elsewhere, despite the island being a key point in the smuggling route.
I identified no payments of protection money to the Sicilian mafia.

Smugglers can enlist the services of protectors if needed, for instance
to recover a debt. This emerges neatly from the testimony of a Chinese
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smuggler based in the United States: “If a client fails to live up to her end
of the agreement, I will have to ask her to return themoney. I don’t worry
a bit about not gettingmymoney back. I have someonewho is a Vietnam-
ese gangmember and I will ask him to pay her a visit. . . . I believe shewill
pay me quickly. But I don’t like to use these debt collectors. They charge
50percent of the collectedmoney” (quoted inZhang andChin2002, p. 747).

I found an equally clear separation between smugglers and protectors
in Libya where militia members played the role of protector. A statistical
analysis of interactions within a smuggling ring demonstrated that smug-
glers are more likely to coordinate with fellow smugglers than with other
militia members (Campana 2018, p. 490; odds ratiop 6.3, p ! .001). This
does not, however, imply complete separation as cross-role interactions
did take place, mostly in the form of smugglers paying bribes to militia
members in order to be able to operate.

Payment of protection fees to local militias has also been documented
by journalists. Reporting from Libya, Kirkpatrick (2015) estimated fees.
In 2015, smugglers paid $100 or more at each local militia checkpoint
for each truck carrying 15–20migrants; permission to use a secure depar-
ture point could cost as much as $20,000 a month. Militias were not nor-
mally directly involved in human smuggling but charged smugglers a fee
for the right to operate in the territory they controlled (Micallef 2017,
p. 32). The practice continued until mid-2017when, under pressure from
European countries, militias stopped, or considerably reduced, protect-
ing smugglers (Micallef 2017, p. 9; Lewis and Scherer 2017).

Together with implementation of a coast guard under direct control
of the Tripoli-based government, the switch in the militias’ attitude to-
ward smuggling is thought to have largely contributed to the large de-
cline in sea crossings from Libya (down 80.2 percent between 2017
and 2018, with a further decrease in 2019; see table 2). In some instances,
as inNiger, official authorities levy protection fees on smugglers (Brachet
2012, p. 100). Local police officers levy arbitrary taxes at checkpoints
ranging from500CFA, slightly less than oneUSdollar, to a few thousand
(around US$10; Brachet 2012, p. 102). Based on field observations be-
tween 2003 and 2008, Brachet estimated the annual revenues generated
at between 861 million CFA and 3.5 billion CFA ($1.5 to $6 million).

There is ample evidence of protection fees imposed by Mexican drug
trafficking organizations that have control over a territory. The protec-
tion money, known as el piso or derechos de piso, is “a one-time toll to ac-
cess specific parts of the migrant trail under the control of a DTO [Drug



Human Smuggling 495
Trafficking Organization]. The payment of piso entitled migrants and
their guides to, in theory, travel without fear” (Sanchez and Zhang 2018,
p. 141; Sanchez 2018, p. 154; Izcara Palacios 2014, p. 3). As in Libya, pro-
tectorsdonot seemtobedirectly involved insmuggling.Of85Mexicansmug-
glers interviewed by Izcara Palacios (2014, p. 333), 96 percent claimed
that drug cartels were not directly involved in smuggling (three indicated
otherwise, but onewas relying on hearsay and a secondwas unable to pro-
vide details). Rather than being involved directly in smuggling migrants,
organized crime groups levy a tax on the right to smugglemigrants across
territory they control. The separation between smugglers and protections
emerges neatly from the words of migrants:
Margot: Along the border, the ones who govern all that are the,
the . . . how are those called?
Leslie: La mafia.

Margot: La mafia?

Leslie: Yes, you only pay [la mafia] when you arrive with the
coyote [to a specific point].
Margot: Yes, [the smuggler] gives [the fee] to the mafia

(Sanchez 2018, p. 141).

Leutert (2018) indicates that organized crime groups, such as the Gulf
cartels and the remaining factions of the Zeta cartels, tax the movement
of people and goods, particularly in the state of Tamaulipas, “the failure
of a smuggler to pay the proper fee for migrants to cross a TCO’s [trans-
national criminal organization] territory might also lead to the migrants
being kidnapped” (p. 19). In some cases, drug trafficking organizations
might deliberately leave intimidating signs on the route, such as burned or
flipped cars, as a warning to those who don’t pay the fee (Sanchez and
Zhang 2018, p. 142). In testimonies collected by Sanchez and Zhang
(2018), the threat of violence was sufficient for smugglers to comply with
the protectors’ requests.

Organized crime groups involved in protection might recruit former
smugglers to help them levy the protection tax because of their knowl-
edge of the routes, their ability to detect other smugglers and identify
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those who had not paid up, and, their ability to “know how to gain their
[migrants’] trust and distinguish between those with money and those
without” (Izcara Palacios 2014, p. 332).

This separation between smugglers and protectors is often neglected
in public discourse. In some cases, including Mexico, there is an oft-
repeatedmantra that “cartels are entering” the smuggling business.How-
ever, there are two problems with this. First, the word “entering” is vague
and does not indicate whether cartels are directly involved in smuggling
or are taxing smugglers. Second, media descriptions are often superfi-
cial. In a case discussed in Spener (2009, p. 159), English-language news
sources such as the Associated Press and the San Antonio Express news “wrote
reports suggesting the direct involvement of the cartel in transporting
people.” The Mexico City–based newspaper La Jornada “indicated that
the cartel’s arrested leaders were involved only in charging coyotes the
derecho de piso in Reynosa, formerly paid as bribes to local law enforce-
ment authorities” (p. 159). The two scenarios are radically different.13
IV. Smuggling Mechanisms: Reputation and Warranties
Smugglers often operate in an environment in which multiple organi-
zations are active (Campana 2017; Achilli 2018). These organizations may
compete to attract migrants (Campana 2018).Migrants look for clues about
the quality and the reliability of the service rendered by smugglers, trying
to avoid cheaters and unscrupulous operators. A survey of undocumented
migrants deported to six Mexican cities showed that the main qualities
migrants value in smugglers are “trustworthiness, honesty, comportment,
and treatment” (Slack andMartinez 2018, p. 152). Building trust, therefore,
is of extreme importance (Sanchez 2018, p. 151, on Mexico). However,
smugglers operate in a context of illegality in almost all parts of the world.

As of April 2019, 112 states had ratified the UN Protocol against the
Smuggling of Migrants (UN 2000) that makes smuggling a criminal
13 The relationship between smugglers and kidnappers is often misunderstood. I found
(Campana 2018) a clear separation between smugglers and kidnappers operating across the
Libyan desert. This separation also emerges neatly from the words of a former Eritrean
smuggler: “We often travel at night. But the hyenas and Rashida kidnappers are active
at night. You must know how and when to move to safe routes. A single mistake may lead
all of us to a disaster: imprisonment, death or kidnapping by kidney harvesters or ransom in
the Egyptian desert” (quoted in Ayalew Mengiste 2018, p. 68).
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offense. This condition of illegality has consequences for how the market
operates. It prevents establishment of formal enforcement mechanisms
to solve disputes, ensure compliance, and enforce contracts (Reuter 1983,
chap. 5; Reuter 1985; Campana and Varese 2013). Furthermore, illegality
directly affects the availability and quality of information available. Sellers
may find it difficult and costly to advertise their products and services
(Reuter 1983, 1985; Gambetta 2009; Campana and Varese 2013). Buyers
may find it more difficult to collect reliable information about the services
offered (Reuter 1985; Campana and Varese 2013). Moreover, illegality
makes it difficult to track individuals, which is further exacerbated by the
potentially higher-than-average mobility of people involved in irregular
migration.

In many ways, the smuggling market resembles the market for second-
hand cars studied by George Akerlof (1970). Like car sellers, smugglers
(sellers) possess more information about the quality of their products
than migrants (buyers) do, and it is very difficult for buyers to distinguish
between reliable smugglers and cheaters. Were all smugglers equally re-
liable, the problem of asymmetric informationwould be irrelevant.How-
ever, much like car sales, the smugglingmarket includes sellers with vary-
ing degrees of trustworthiness and some outright cheaters and impostors
(see Slack and Martinez 2018, p. 170). There have been documented in-
stances of individuals posing as smugglers in bus terminals and areas
around international bridges inMexican border towns in order to swindle
migrants or lead them to isolated places and then assault and rob them
(Spener 2009, p. 155).

The problem of asymmetric information is intensified by the poten-
tially severe consequences migrants face if they pick a dishonest smug-
gler.14 The trust problem is, thus, a crucial dimension of human smug-
gling. The importance of trust in supporting transactions in general is well
documented (Gambetta 1988; Coleman 1990; Yamagishi and Yamagishi
1994), including and in contexts in which contracts cannot be drafted or
enforced (Reuters 1985; Gambetta 1993; Campana and Varese 2013).
Smugglers themselves have described their work as “a business that requires
14 Cheaters and impostors are more likely to abuse migrants than bona fide smugglers:
“A close reading of several Tamaulipas newspapers in the late 1990s indicated that some of
the abuses that were attributed to coyotes were committed by people posing as coyotes
who never had any intention of transporting their victims to a U.S. destination” (Spener
2009, p. 155).



498 Paolo Campana
trust” (Achilli 2018, p. 89; see also van Liempt 2007, p. 171). How, then, do
they try to solve that problem?

A. Reputation
Oneway to address the trust problem and achieve a competitive advan-

tage is to invest in one’s reputation. Reuter (1983, 1985) stressed the im-
portance of reputation in contexts characterized by illegality. Human
smuggling is no exception. A reputation for reliability and competence
is a vital aspect of a smuggler’s identity (Bilger, Hofmann, and Jandl 2006).
Smugglers go to great lengths to build a good reputation.

Chin (1999) has documented instances in Chinese smuggling of top-
level smugglers who have contributed money to their hometowns and
made generous donations to improve local infrastructures. The impor-
tance of a good reputation is highlighted by migrants who have been
smuggled: “Big snakeheads are mainly wealthy business owners. That’s
why people trust them. . . . Big snakeheads have got to have a good reputa-
tion” (quoted in Chin 1999, p. 30, emphasis added).15 Things have not
changed over the years. In their report for the European Commission,
Optimity Advisors (2015, p. 45) pointed out that in “places with high
competition . . ., smugglers care about their reputation” (also see Bilger,
Hofmann, and Jandl 2006). In a phone call wiretapped by Italian author-
ities, a smuggler claimed to have paid “compensation” to families of vic-
tims of a deadly shipwreck in the Mediterranean: “[Yusef ] continues
saying that his fellow countrymen trusted him, and he is extremely sorry
for what happened; contrary to other organizers, he had personally noti-
fied the families who have lost somebody in the shipwreck, and he had
even sent 5000 dollars to his village and to the village named ‘Adi Hargets’
for the relatives of the victims from these areas” (police summary of the
conversation, quoted in Campana 2018, p. 495). A reputation for being ef-
ficient and reliable becomes more important as the market becomes more
competitive. In another wiretapped conversation, the same smuggler ex-
pressed concern about his competitors being able to offer a better service
to the migrants: “Yusef asks Samuel if there is any news. Samuel replies
that he has been there [in the Reception Center] for 28 days, and two of
15 Most of Chin’s respondents viewed “big snakeheads as smart and capable business peo-
ple with power, wealth, good reputation, and connections” (Chin 1999, p. 32), but not all had
good reputations. Some were described as “selfish, untrustworthy people who cared nothing
for the needs and feeling of their customers” (Chin 199, p. 31).
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Muhammad’s boats have arrived in the last two days. Yusef then com-
plains, asking why the guy isn’t sending ‘ours’ . . . while the others keep
sending people” (police summary of the conversation, quoted in Campana
2018, p. 495).16

Evidence from theMexican route paints a similar picture. In a situation
in which there is no monopoly of a single smuggler or group of smug-
glers, migrants normally choose a smuggler based on his or her reputa-
tion for “being competent and trustworthy or at least . . . less incompe-
tent and less untrustworthy than other coyotes” (Spener 2009, pp. 73,
173). Besides causing a loss of potential customers, a bad reputation can in-
crease the risk of apprehension; smugglers known to abuse and extort
migrants appearedmore likely to be targeted by law enforcement, as they
were more likely to be reported by their “dissatisfied” customers (Spener
2009, p. 173).17

Smugglers may use competitors’ bad reputations to gain a competitive
advantage. This has been documented on the southern Mexican border
whereMexican smugglers stress their nationality vis-à-vis Central Amer-
ican competitors in order to benefit from “the bad reputationof theirCen-
tral American counterparts, and do their best to maintain the tensions
around this imaginary” (Guevara Gonzalez 2018, p. 184).

A good reputation is a valuable asset, but protecting it can pose
challenges. Reuter (1985) highlighted difficulties inmonitoringmembers
when an illegal organization grows in size and expands its reach. These
difficulties arise for smugglers. Spener (2009, p. 175) observed that when
16 The same smuggler was aware of the importance of collective reputations. In another
phone wiretap, he suggested that his interlocutor should talk to a smuggler “who has
embarked some people against their relatives’ will” as such behavior will hurt “everybody”
(Campana 2018, p. 495). He gave the example of “a group of people who share the same
house whose bathroom is dirty, and it reflects badly on everybody, not just on the person
who has made the bathroom dirty” (police summary of the conversation, quoted in
Campana 2018, p. 495).

17 Smugglers can also be held hostage by migrants to make sure they will honor their
promises by collecting compromising information that can be used against them (Gam-
betta 2009; Campana and Varese 2013; see Schelling [1960, 2006] on hostage-taking as
a strategy to ensure commitment). A Syrian migrant who had successfully reached the
United Kingdom pointed to use of this strategy following an unsuccessful attempt to cross
the Aegean Sea: “We had the number of the smuggler and called him and told him this
happened with us and the boat was broken and we didn’t tell the police about you and be-
cause of that we want a new trip or we will return to the police. You are this person and one
of the men said that ‘I have a photo of you. I took a photo of you. Believe me I will publish
the photo if you don’t bring us another boat and we also have children and women with us
so behave with us’ and he [the smuggler] said ‘okay, okay, tomorrow I will get you a new
boat and will send you on a new trip’ ” (Campana and Gelsthorpe 2019).
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participants in smuggling operations “were separated from one another
geographically, did not engage in frequent and intense face-to-face inter-
actions with one another, and specialized in activities at only one point
along the chain, it could be difficult for participants to be very confident
about precisely how their collaborators were behaving when they were
not physically with them.” A costly solution is to maintain close monitor-
ing throughout the whole journey, for example, by having a trusted per-
son travel with the migrants. Cases have been documented of smugglers
using this strategy within organizations operating between San Luis Potosí
in Central Mexico and Atlanta (Spener 2009, p. 175). However, as risks of
detection and imprisonment increase, this solution can quickly become too
costly. Smugglers may decide to segment their business and provide ser-
vices only over a shorter, well-defined leg of the journey.

Reputations associated with illegal activities tend not to travel easily
(Reuter 1985). It is not surprising that smugglers and migrants tend to
come from the same place, as this shared background helps information
travel more easily and increases the cost of cheating. This emerges neatly
from the story of Abu Hamza, the Syrian head of a smuggling organiza-
tion in Turkey composed of around 30 people (Achilli 2018). Formerly
the owner of a jewelry shop in his village, he had the economic and social
capital to open a smuggling enterprise. Despite operating out of Turkey,
most of his customers and associates came from Abu Hamza’s village in
Syria. A similar pattern can be detected in smuggling by Somalis and
Afghanis. Majidi (2018, p. 106) observes that the “choice of a smuggler
starts within the community.” Smugglers are often known directly by the
migrant or indirectly through relatives and friends.Migrants have an incen-
tive to choose smugglers they know; likewise, smugglers have a similar in-
centive so they can locate the family of themigrants if needed, for instance
to collect payments. The furthermigrants travel fromhome, the “ties that
bind and protect migrants in their journeys become more and more ten-
uous” (Majidi 2018, p. 98) and expose them to greater risk.

The importance of the community of origin has been demonstrated
also in Ecuadorian smuggling. Stone-Cadena and Alvarez Velasco (2018)
report that indigenous people normally choose indigenous smugglers be-
cause “the community itself would have greater leverage over the actions
of coyotes because of their membership in the community, therefore en-
suring the safety and protection of migrants traveling under their watch”
(p. 202). There is an expectation that “indigenous coyotes would be more
accountable to their communities, as the ties were stronger than with
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mestizos, especially if the coyote resided in the same village or province in
which he recruited clients” (p. 202). During their fieldwork in indigenous
communities, Stone-Cadena and Alvarez Velasco found that information
on a smuggler’s behavior was routinely fed back to the local community.18

Communities, word-of-mouth, and personal referrals remain themain
conduit of information.19Over the years, however, smugglers have started
using opportunities offered by social media and the internet more gener-
ally to promote their businesses and reputations (Optimity Advisors 2015,
p. 37; Roberts 2017). Dekker et al. (2018) show that 80 percent of 51 Syr-
ian refugees they interviewed in the Netherlands consulted social net-
working sites such as Facebook and LinkedIn before migrating.20 While
technology enables circulation of information to wider audiences, it re-
cast the trust problem in new ways. Roberts (2017) looked at 10 Arabic-
speaking Facebook groups in which smuggling services were advertised
and discussed. In the online environment, smugglers developed new strat-
egies to boost their reputations and build trust. For instance, they would
post pictures of themselves at the end of a successful trip or share videos
received from migrants they had successfully smuggled to indicate reli-
ability. A particularly powerful strategy is to post screenshots of conver-
sations, generally onWhatsApp or Telegram, between the smuggler and
his clients while en route. This is done to build an image of themselves
as reliable, caring, and polite (Roberts 2017, pp. 21–23).

Social media also offer a platform to exchange feedback on smugglers,
much like well-known online platforms such as eBay operate. Migrants can
consult online feedback to check a smuggler’s credentials. Roberts (2017)
identified instances in Facebook groups of both positive and negative feed-
back for named smugglers. In some cases, smugglers replied to criticisms
and tried to redress the situation (Roberts 2017, pp. 40–46).21 Interviews
18 Shared ethnicity, language, and, ever more, birthplace help smugglers solve their in-
ternal monitoring problems. Zhang and Chin (2002, p. 762) observe that in Chinese smug-
gling the “enforcement of contracts and assignments relies heavily on informal social con-
trol sustained through a cultural environment that promotes shared expectations and
understanding of the tasks at hand” and that “familial relations, speaking the same dialect,
or sharing the same ancestral townships” reinforce this informal social control.

19 See, e.g., Optimity Advisors and Seefar (2018) concerning West African migrants.
20 Of 655 migrants in Slack and Martinez’s sample (2018, p. 162), 53 percent were re-

ferred to the smuggler by someone they knew, 11 percent knew the smuggler before the
crossing attempt, and 36 percent had no prior ties.

21 Tech-savvy migrants are more likely to take advantage of online platforms and thereby
decrease their risk of victimization along the journey. The opposite is true for migrants
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with Arab-speaking migrants confirm the existence of online rating sys-
tems and suggest that in some instances migrants checked such reviews
with those who posted them (Campana and Gelsthorpe 2019).

B. Warranties, Payments, and Escrow Services
Another strategy smugglers have developed is to offer warranties. One

type is “multiple-attempts” insurance: if a journey is not successful, mi-
grants will be able to repeat it at no additional cost. Akerlof (1970) iden-
tified warranties as a strategy that good sellers might adopt to differenti-
ate themselves from bad ones (as only good sellers would be able to afford
offering such warranties). Similarly, smugglers might give migrants the
right to reattempt a crossing for free if they fail to reach their agreed des-
tinations. These insurance policies might cover both organizational fail-
ures and interceptions by law enforcement authorities.

Optimity Advisors (2015, p. 46) indicate that when “an advance pay-
ment has been agreed, the contract often entails clauses indicating the
number of attempts (including a supply of fresh documents if needed).”
This practice has been commonly reported along the EasternMediterra-
nean route. However, it occurs elsewhere. A similar arrangement is in
place for the route fromEcuador toMexico and theUnited States; smug-
glers give migrants three chances to make the journey (Álvarez Velasco
2018, p. 179). Similarly, at the southern Mexican border “some facili-
tators offered border crossing packages that included multiple crossing
attempts. If the migrant was detained by immigration authorities, robbed
along the way, or extorted by drug trafficking organizations, becoming
unable to complete the journey, he or she could contact the facilitator
afterwards to use his or her additional travel ‘credits’” (GuevaraGonzalez
2018, pp. 186–87). There is evidence of a three-attempt guarantee to Af-
ghani and Pakistani migrants in relation to crossings from Pakistan to
Iran (Aksel et al. 2015, p. 20). Interviews with Arab-speaking migrants
smuggled into Greece and the United Kingdom have highlighted situa-
tions in which smugglers have honored multiattempt contracts (Campana
and Gelsthorpe 2019).

Payment arrangements can also be designed in a way that offers war-
ranties about the reliability of a given smuggler. One is to split the payment
coming from rural areas or with lower educational levels. This disadvantage has been high-
lighted concerning migrants coming from rural areas in Pakistan, Ethiopia, and Nigeria
(Optimity Advisers 2015, p. 37).
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into two parts: a deposit before departure and the rest upon successful ar-
rival; Optimity Advisors (2015) provide examples in relation to smuggling
into Europe. The deposit offers a two-way warranty: it gives assurances
to the migrant and also to the smuggler. A nonrefundable deposit com-
mits a migrant to buy the service from that smuggler. This protects the
smuggler fromamigrant switching to a competitor while increasing smug-
glers’ incentives to deliver on their promises. Smugglers might be more
inclined to offer this type of arrangement the more competitive the
market is.

Chinese smuggling is striking because of the high sums at stake. Smug-
glers have responded by developing relatively sophisticated financial
arrangements. In the late 1990s, when the average smuggling fee was
$27,745, migrants were typically required to make a down payment of
$1,000 (Chin 1999, p. 37). In some cases, the trust problem was so acute
that even this was not paid in advance, but only when the journey had
started: “Once I got on the ship, I turned over my identification card to
the little snakeheads and they went to my home, collected the $1,000,
and returned the identification card to my family” (quoted in Chin 1999,
p. 37). Informal contracts were drawn detailing rules and obligations, as
the largest part of the payment had to be collected at some stage after ar-
rival. “One chilling aspect of these contracts is the understanding by both
parties that the smugglers can hold their clients hostage if the clients, upon
arrival in America, do not come up with the smuggling fee” (p. 37). Ar-
rangements of this kind create large monitoring costs for the smugglers,
as the fee might not be paid in full for long periods.

TheUSDepartment for Homeland Security found evidence of similar
arrangements along the US-Mexico route. Until the end of the 2000s,
smugglers charged initial fees as low as $100, and $1,000–$3,000 upon ar-
rival at the destination. These prices have increased to $1,200 for the ini-
tial stage and $8,000 at the destination (DHS 2018, p. 48).

More generally, requiring only a partial advance payment raises the
problem of how to be sure the rest will be paid at journey’s end. In close-
knit communities, it may be possible to monitor people over long periods,
but inmost cases smugglers face an almost impossible challenge. Activities
are fragmented, and smugglers are normally involved only in one segment
of a much longer journey. From the evidence available on the structure of
smuggling operations, it is extremely difficult and costly for a Turkish- or
Libyan-based smuggler tomonitormigrants once they disembark in Italy
or Greece and to collect the remaining sums.
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Escrow services offer a solution. An escrow service is an arrangement in
which a third party receives the agreed sum and disburses it only when
conditions agreed to by the seller and the buyer are met. For smuggling,
this is when a migrant has reached the agreed destination. Normally, the
system works like this: the migrant receives a code when the agreed sum
of money is paid to a third party; when the journey is completed, the mi-
grant communicates the code to the smuggler or the third party, and the
sum is released. Provided that the third party is trusted by both smuggler
andmigrant, the system increases the migrant’s confidence and offers the
smuggler a guarantee that the full amount is available and obtainable (with
conditions).

The use of escrow services was documented in the early 2000s in rela-
tion to Iraqi smugglers operating along the Turkish route into Europe
(Içduygu and Toktas 2002, p. 48). The practice has continued along the
Turkey-Greece route (Triandafyllidou and Maroukis 2012, chaps. 5 and
6). It happens elsewhere. There is evidence of Somali migrants using “fi-
nancial facilitators” who act as escrow services (Majidi 2018, p. 107).22

Hawalader, the operators of the hawala financial network, might also dou-
ble as escrow services.23 The network is commonly used by migrants from
the Horn of Africa, the Middle East, and Central and South Asia (partic-
ularly Afghanistan and Pakistan; Optimity Advisors 2015, p. 47). Legal
nonbanking systems such as Western Union or MoneyGram are also re-
ported to be used (Optimity Advisors 2015, p. 47).

International nonbanking systems have a crucial desirable quality; they
allow for separation between the place where the smuggling service is
rendered and the place where the payment is made (and themoney kept).
This emerged clearly with Eritrean smugglers operating in Libya whom
I described (Campana 2018, p. 493). The service was often sought and
agreed in Libya, but the payment was made into a deposit held by a
hawalader based in Israel. This ismutually convenient because it decreases
risks for both smugglers andmigrants;migrants need not carry large sums
of cash while traveling, and smugglers need not possess large amounts
of money in unsafe areas such as Libya. The international reach of a
22 There is evidence that, when competition is intense, smugglers may have to accept a
full payment only upon successful completion of the journey and without the guarantee of
a “financial facilitator” (Majidi 2018, p. 111).

23 Hawala is an informal money transfer system; it is comparable to nonbanking finan-
cial institutions such as Western Union or MoneyGram; see Varese (2016).
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hawala network allows for the money being paid on behalf of the migrant
at very little cost by relatives living in the country of origin or in a diaspora
community.24
V. Assessing the Policy Response
A few studies have looked at the effects of policy changes on the dynamics
of human smuggling. Quantitative assessments of policy responses are
rare. While some have looked at changes in legislation on the decision
to migrate irregularly (Bazzi et al. 2018), the effects of heightened border
controls on decisions to enlist the services of a smuggler have been rarely
measured. One exception is a study by Massey, Durand, and Pren (2016,
p. 1565) using data on border crossings collected by the Mexican Migra-
tion Project: 151,785Mexican individuals were surveyed in 23,851 house-
holds and then matched with data on US border patrol expenditures and
information on social and socioeconomic conditions in Mexico and the
United States. They found that the rapid increase in border enforcement
that began in 1986 had no effect on the likelihood of initiating undocu-
mented migration; displacedmigrant routes from safer crossing locations
to much riskier places, such as the Sonoran Desert; increased the likeli-
hood that migrants enlist the service of a smuggler; and only modestly
increased the likelihood of apprehension. Making the journey riskier and
costlier changed the dynamics of migration. Migrants who needed to hire
a smuggler were unlikely ever to return to their home country. A tradi-
tional pattern of circular migration morphed into one-way migration due
to the change in incentives. The probability of returning to Mexico fell
from 0.48 in 1980 to zero in 2010, with some significant yearly fluctuations
(Massey, Durand, and Pren 2016, p. 1590).

Massey, Durand, and Pren concluded, the “militarization [of the US
border] failed to reduce undocumented entry but paradoxically did re-
duce the rate of return migration to increase the net rate of unauthorized
24 There is variation across nationalities in how payments are collected. There have
been cases among Afghani migrants in which full payment was made in advance by giving
property or other assets to a principal smuggler who took on the responsibility to finance
the migrant’s journey to the final destination (Içduygu and Toktas 2002, p. 48). It is un-
clear what type of warranties the principal smuggler offers apart from, perhaps, being em-
bedded in the same community as the migrant’s family. This arrangement potentially in-
creases migrants’ vulnerability as they become fully dependent on the principal smuggler
concerning routes taken and means of transportation chosen (Içduygu and Toktas 2002,
p. 48).
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migration and increase undocumented population growth [in the United
States]” (p. 1592). They estimated that the undocumented Mexican pop-
ulation in the United States would have been 31 percent lower than the
recorded 2010 level if the border patrol budget had remained at the
1986 level (p. 1593). They concluded that the increase in enforcement
made crossing the border more expensive because of increased prices
for smuggling services.25 Crossing through arduous points, such as the
Sonoran Desert, would add $116 per trip (p. 1577). An increase in smug-
gling fees over time was also reported by the US Department of Home-
land Security; this covaries with the increase in apprehensions (DHS
2018, p. 48).

Europe has recently experienced a large increase in illegal border cross-
ings and responded with a mix of different policies. To stem flows on the
EasternMediterranean Route, the EuropeanUnion signed an agreement
with Turkey that increased patrolling on the Turkish coast and intro-
duced disincentives for those found to have crossed illegally. A prelimi-
nary assessment suggests a marked decrease in illegal border crossings
across the Eastern Mediterranean (fig. 2).

The agreement took effect at the end of the first quarter (Q1) of 2016.
There was a sharp decline in arrivals in the following quarter compared
with the previous quarter (294.2 percent) and the second quarter of
2015 (287.1 percent). On average, between the second quarter of 2016
and the first quarter of 2017, there was a 95 percent year-on-year de-
crease. From 2017 on, the level of crossings is in line with pre-2015 data
(not shown). To assess the extent to which these patterns are attributable
to the policy change or to changes in demand for smuggling services
caused by the intensity of the conflict in Syria will require further analysis.

The Central Mediterranean presents more complex and challenging
problems. Between October 2013 and July 2017, the priority was to res-
cue vessels and migrants by means of vast search-and-rescue operations
conducted by states and NGOs in a context of relaxed border controls.
This began to change in July 2017 when restrictions to NGO-led opera-
tions were introduced (ANSA 2017). It accelerated in June 2018 when a
new right-wing government in Italy adopted a “closed ports” policy (BBC
2018). The collapse of that government in August 2018 led to a new,more
25 They estimated an increase of $732 in crossing costs for each point increase in the log
of Border Patrol budget; this translates into an implied increase of $507 when the Border
Patrol budget is doubled: Massey, Durand, and Pren (2016, p. 1577).
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left-leaning executive in September 2019, which softened Italy’s stance
(Tondo 2019).

Data from the Italian Ministry of Interior suggest that the hardened
policy is consistent with a decrease in the number of individuals arriving
in Italy (fig. 3). However, this preliminary assessment does not take into
account changes in demand for smuggling services. In addition, there have
been changes at other stages along themigration route, especially inLibya,
wheremilitias stopped protecting smugglers, and inNiger, where the gov-
ernment outlawed many of the operators who had supplied assisted mi-
gration services under pressure from the European Union (Brachet 2018;
Raineri 2018).

Amenta, Di Betta, and Ferrara (2016) used official data on monthly il-
legal sea crossings into Italy between January 2011 andMarch 2016 to as-
sess the effect of rescue operations on migrant smuggling. They found
that military rescue operations at sea increased the number of people
crossing and the likelihood of success of migrants’ journeys. Their model
controls for conflicts both in the migrants’ countries of origin and in
Libya, GDP per capita of the migrants’ countries of origin, weather con-
ditions at sea, and reported deaths at sea. Rescue operations are estimated
to have added an extra 4,130 departures per month. Deiana, Maheshri,
and Mastrobuoni (2019, p. 22) looked at the period 2009–17 and also
found increases in illegal border crossings in periods when rescue opera-
tions were in place.
FIG. 2.—Illegal Border Crossings across the Eastern Mediterranean (Q1 2015–Q2 2018).
Source: Elaboration on Frontex, Quarterly Risk Assessments.
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What about the effect of rescue operations on risks for migrants? EPSC
(2017, p. 2) offers estimates of the number of migrants who died or went
missing in the Central Mediterranean in 2011–16. In 2011–12, the 2 years
before the launch of the first large-scale rescue operation, Mare Nostrum
(October 2013), an average of 1,052 individuals per year died or went
missing. In 2014–16, that increased to 3,536 per year. This was duemainly
to the increased number of departures. In relative terms, the mortality
risk fell following the launch of rescue operations. In 2011, the risk of
deaths and missing migrants combined was 29 per 1,000 individuals who
successfully crossed the Mediterranean. In 2012, it was 21. After launch
of the rescue operations, this fell to 18 in both 2014 and 2015.26

A very preliminary assessment suggests that rescue operations have been
successful in relative terms in saving lives, but have not decreased the ab-
solute number of deaths. More sophisticated models are certainly needed,
but these are not so straightforward to specify.27

The Mediterranean rescue operations highlight risks of unintended
consequences of well-intentioned policies. The evidence for 2016 is il-
lustrative. This was the year when budgets, assets, and areas of operation
of EU rescue operations were massively expanded (EPSC 2017, pp. 2–3).
In addition, in 2016 the largest number of active NGO rescue vessels
(9) were in operation, and they were operating closer to the Libyan coast
than ever before (sometimes within Libyan territorial waters; EPSC 2017,
p. 6, fig. 7). In the same year, the number of migrants who died or went
missing at sea reached its highest level during 2011–16, and the mortality
risk rose to 25 per 1,000 (in line with pre-2013 levels). This is likely to
have been the consequence of a change in smugglers’ modus operandi.

There is evidence that smugglers started to provide migrants with sat-
ellite phones, GPS, and one or more emergency contacts after the launch
of large-scale rescue operations, and instructed them to make direct con-
tact with the Italian or Maltese authorities or merchant ships in order
to be rescued (Optimity Advisor 2015, p. 39). Smugglers also decreased
the sizes of the boats they used as the expected length of the journey de-
creased when rescue teams began to operate closer to the Libyan territorial
26 For 2013, the mortality risk is 15 per 1,000 successful crossings, and the absolute
number of deaths and missing migrants is 644 (EPSC 2017, p. 2).

27 See Deiana, Maheshri, and Mastrobuoni (2019, p. 37) for a more sophisticated ap-
proach and their warning about difficulties in attributing causality; see also Steinhilper
and Gruijters (2018, p. 526).
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waters (Altai Consulting 2015, p. 91; EPSC 2017).28 There is evidence that
smugglers switched from sturdier, more expensive fishing boats and de-
commissioned commercial vessels to cheaper, more dangerous, rubber
dinghies (EPSC 2017, p. 7). Finally, smugglers decided not to board or pi-
lot the boats, but let migrants take command (EPSC 2017, p. 7). Overall,
this evidence shows that smugglers can quickly adapt to policy changes.
This in turn can generate unintended and pernicious consequences.

Policies to tackle smuggling pose moral dilemmas. They often imply
difficult trade-offs between protecting the right of a state to control the
movement of people across its borders and curbing illegal markets while
at the same time protecting the lives and welfare of migrants and indi-
viduals’ rights to seek asylum. Rescue operations at sea are likely to reduce
mortality rates while increasing the number of individuals crossing and
the size of the smugglingmarkets, ultimately increasing the profit for smug-
glers (Amenta, Di Betta, and Ferrara 2016). Heightened border controls
are likely to increase apprehension rates but also to exacerbate dangers
and risks facedbymigrants (Slack andMartinez 2018, p. 171).Morepatrol-
ling will increase prices paid by migrants but decrease the quality of the
smuggling services rendered. Slack and Martinez (2018) observed that
smugglers inMexico were less willing to walk with migrants for fear of ar-
rest and harsh penalties and, as a consequence, that migrants were more
likely to get lost and die while crossing treacherous areas. Similarly, smug-
glers operating across the Mediterranean responded to the increased like-
lihood of detection and conviction by not boarding the boats and training
migrants how to make the voyage on their own (Optimity Advisors 2015).
Stopping treacherous crossings across the desert or the Mediterranean
may involve restricting the right of people to move on land, as in Niger,
or people’s rights to make asylum claims in a safe country.

My focus has been on the relationship between border controls and
smuggling operations.Morework is also needed to understand the effects
of broader changes in migration policies on demand for smuggling ser-
vices, for example, on availability of safe and legal migration channels and
on opportunities for economic development in countries of origin. These
28 There is further evidence of smugglers responding strategically to changes.When the
crossing from Calais, France, to Dover, United Kingdom, became decreasingly viable due
to heightened controls, some smugglers switched to Hoek van Holland in the Netherlands
(Optimity Advisors 2015, p. 33).
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policies affect smuggling operations by increasing or decreasing demand
and thus can offer alternative ways to curb human smuggling, but they are
outside the scope of this essay.
VI. Looking Forward
I have surveyed current knowledge about human smuggling, a trade in
which the commodity traded is an assisted illegal entry into a country.
Empirical knowledge remains patchy. There is no global estimate of the
extent of smuggling, and only a tiny minority of countries produce use-
ful statistics.

Even so, some findings stand out. Similar organizational arrangements
appear to characterize the main smuggling routes. Human smuggling is
not a monopolized business. This is true for all the routes analyzed, in-
cluding smuggling out of China, assisted irregular movements into
Europe via Turkey and North Africa, and across the US-Mexico border.
The smuggling market is populated by “decentralized associations of
criminals” (Chinese smuggling: Zhang andChin 2002, p. 759), “small, lo-
cal and flexible organizations” (across Turkey: Icduygu and Toktas 2002,
p. 46), and “localized and rather rudimentary hierarchies” (into Europe
from North Africa: Campana 2018). The markets and organizations are
a far cry from the sophisticated, hierarchical mafia model.

What explains the remarkable similarities in so many, and such differ-
ent, settings? And what explains the features we observe? The answer
to both questions lies in the nature of human smuggling. Four charac-
teristics appear important, and they are not context-specific. First, smug-
gling services can be supplied without large investments in capital and
resources: individuals and small-scale enterprises can afford to be in this
business if the investment needed is low. Second, there are limited econ-
omies of scale to be achieved; smuggling is a low technology and labor-
intensive business. Third, the high cost of monitoring agents andmigrants
over long distances creates strong incentives for smuggling organizations
to remain localized. Finally, it is likely that smugglers possess short time
horizons. No evidence is available on smugglers’ careers; steep fluctuations
in the flows suggest that smuggling may not be a long-term occupation.
This resonates with the limited evidence on smugglers’ backgrounds: ex-
cept for involvement in smuggling, they tend to run legitimate businesses.

Smugglers are not typically involved in other criminal activities. They
more closely resemble legitimate small-scale entrepreneurs than hardened
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criminals trading in diverse illegal commodities. Evidence concerningUS-
Mexico routes, important for both migrant smuggling and drug traffick-
ing, strongly suggests that the two markets are almost entirely separate
in terms of both participants and, often, routes.

Finally, there is very little evidence of involvement of traditional mafia-
likeorganizations. In someareas, includingMexico,Libya, andNiger, smug-
glers must pay protection fees in order to operate. In Mexico, this derecho
de piso is paid to local drug trafficking organizations. In Niger it is paid to
local police officers. In Libya, it was imposed by local militias until mid-
2017 when militias appeared to have switched from protecting smugglers
to stopping them. There is a clear separation between smugglers and
protectors, much as Schelling (1971) and Reuter (1983, 1985) predicted.

Why traditional mafia-like organizations seem not to be directly in-
volved remains a puzzle. I offer here a list of possible explanations. First,
mafias possess resources, including especially access to violence, that are
of little use in human smuggling (violence among smugglers is very lim-
ited). Second, they tend to lack crucial resources such as ability to speak
the same languages as migrants and capacity to build positive reputations
among would-be migrants and their communities. Both are key factors
in smuggling markets. As a consequence, traditional mafias may be at a
considerable disadvantage in tapping into the demand for smuggling
services.

Mafias in any case tend to be “heavily dependent on the local environ-
ment” (Gambetta 1993, p. 251) and to show little territorial flexibility.
Smugglers by contrast may need tomove their operations, by choice or be-
cause of external pressure, and requiremore territorialflexibility (Campana
2017). However, relocating even to a nearby city can be difficult for a
mafia organization (Paoli 2020).29

Human smuggling, likemany legalmarkets, appears to involve compe-
tition in attracting customers. However, smugglers cannot establish for-
mal mechanisms to solve disputes, ensure compliance, and enforce con-
tracts, and they suffer from acute information asymmetries. Smugglers
have devised strategies to overcome the trust problem and foster trans-
actions, including investing in a positive reputation. Smugglers may go
to great lengths to build and protect their reputations, including paying
29 Local factors can also be at play. In Sicily, smuggling agreements are sometimes made
inside reception centers, which are under around-the-clock police surveillance; this is a
difficult environment for mafias to operate in.
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compensation in case of incidents and investing in their image. Reputation
has been shown to play a key role at the community level and for some
routes in the online presence of smugglers. Reputations do not travel easily
(Reuter 1985). It is not surprising that smugglers and migrants tend to
share the same ethnic background and often the same place of origin.

Recent developments in information technology have led smugglers
to use social media and the internet to advertise their services and build
their reputations. They have also sought to build confidence by develop-
ing “multiple attempts”warranties and providing escrow services of cred-
ible third parties entrusted with holding payments due smugglers until
migrants safely reach their destinations.

This is not to deny that migrants often face risky situations and vio-
lence or that some smugglers are unreliable and dishonest. According
to IOM, 5,579 migrants lost their lives on average each year between
2014 and 2019.Manymore are likely to have been victims of abuse or ex-
ploitation: 6 percent of 655 migrants surveyed in Mexico said they were
held by smugglers following a steep increase in the originally agreed fee
or by individuals posing as smugglers. Of 1,602 migrants interviewed in
Italy by IOM, one in three who crossed through Libya reported being
forced to work or do things against their will. In any case, the cost of
smuggling services can place migrants in debt and make them vulnerable
to having to accept exploitative working conditions during or after the
journey.

A handful of studies have looked at the effects of policy changes. The
scant evidence suggests that increases in enforcement at the US-Mexico
border led to an increase in the use of smugglers and a shift toward use
of riskier routes, and modestly increased chances of apprehension. Smug-
glers appear to have responded to increased patrolling by increasing their
fees (Massey, Durand, and Pren 2016). Preliminary evidence fromEurope
suggests that hardening of policies toward illegal movement is consistent
with a decrease in the number of people crossing the sea to reach Italy
and Greece.

Rescue operations in the Mediterranean pose difficult moral dilem-
mas. They appear both to increase the number of people successfully
reaching Italy (and increase smugglers’ earnings) and to reduce the mor-
tality risk at sea (but not the absolute number of fatalities). Overall, the
evidence suggests that heightened border controls increase apprehen-
sion rates and prices (thus potentially reducing demand) but decrease
the quality of the services rendered by smugglers and exacerbate dangers
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and risks migrants face. This generates a difficult trade-off between min-
imizing harm to migrants and enforcing the rights of states to set and en-
force immigration rules.

Three subjects warrant much greater attention. First, more work on
smugglers’ profiles is needed, including about their backgrounds, socio-
demographic characteristics, and criminal records. Evidence on smug-
glers’ criminal careers is almost nonexistent.

Second, more should be done to study changes in smuggling markets.
Unanswered questions abound. Very little is known about movement of
smugglers and their responses to changes in policies and in demand.
What is the extent of displacement effects caused by policy changes?
What is the geographical extent of smugglers’ movement if they need
to relocate? What are the difficulties in relocating a smuggling business?
Equally, very little is known about smugglers’ behavior in response to
decreases in the market size. What happened to the smugglers based in
Libya after their market shrank? Why do smugglers appear not to resort
to violence to keep out competitors, particularly in dwindling markets?
Why more generally are smuggling markets characterized by low levels
of violence?

Finally, more should be learned about interactions between smugglers
and migrants, particularly concerning migrants’ decision making, infor-
mation seeking, and concerns about smugglers’ reputations. Large-scale
quantitative surveys of migrants could provide much-needed insights
into interactions between the demand and supply sides of smuggling
markets.
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Outlaw Motorcycle Clubs
and Organized Crime
A B S T R A CT

Outlaw motorcycle clubs have spread across the globe. Their members have
been associated with serious crime, and law enforcement often perceives them
to be a form of organized crime. Outlaw bikers are disproportionately
engaged in crime, but the role of the club itself in these crimes remains unclear.
Three scenarios describe possible relations between clubs and the crimes of
their members. In the “bad apple” scenario, members individually engage in
crime; club membership may offer advantages in enabling and facilitating
offending. In the “club within a club” scenario, members engage in crimes
separate from the club, but because of the number of members involved,
including high-ranking members, the club itself appears to be taking part. The
club can be said to function as a criminal organization only when the formal
organizational chain of command takes part in organization of the crime, lower
level members regard senior members’ leadership in the crime as legitimate,
and the crime is generally understood as “club business.” All three scenarios
may play out simultaneously within one club with regard to different crimes.

Fact and fiction interweave concerning the origins, evolution, and prac-
tices of outlaw motorcycle clubs. What Mario Puzo’s (1969) acclaimed
novel The Godfather and Francis Ford Coppola’s follow-up film trilogy
did for public andmafiosi perceptions of themafia,Hunter S.Thompson’s
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(1966) bookHell’s Angels and ensuing biker exploitation films did for out-
lawmotorcycle clubs (Seate 2000; Stanfield 2018). Together they inspired
working-class youths around the globe to establish outlaw motorcycle
clubs (Perlman 2007). The “outlaw” label originally meant only that clubs
were not affiliated with the American Motorcyclist Association (AMA).
However, themovies depicting bikers asmodern-day frontiersmen, often
battling a corrupt system, gave added significance to the “outlaw” label
(Dulaney 2006; Sánchez-Jankowski 2018). The stylized version of reality
the films provided led youths to aspire to live up to the Hollywood biker
image. While Hollywood bikers like Peter Fonda and Jack Nicholson,
sometimes literally, got away with murder on the big screen, many outlaw
bikers’ deviant behavior got them into trouble with the law in real life.1

In the half century since publication of Thompson’s book, law en-
forcement agencies in many countries have come to see outlaw biker
clubs as public security threats, and outlaw bikers have repeatedly been
associated with serious crimes, including murder, drug trafficking, and
extortion (e.g., Interpol 1984; Organized Crime Consulting Committee
1986; Europol 2005; Australian Crime Commission 2012). As a result,
law enforcement, politicians, and the media usually refer to them as out-
law motorcycle “gangs.” The term gang, however, evokes a plethora of
meanings (Hallsworth and Young 2008), including some that are intrin-
sically linked to urban North America and may not readily apply to Eu-
ropean and other contexts (vanGemert andWeerman 2015). Finally, use
of the term gang tends to create a false dichotomy between good and bad
motorcycle clubs (Roks and Van Ruitenburg 2018). Hence, following
others’ lead (e.g., Quinn and Koch 2003; Veno 2009), we use “club” as
a more neutral and less prejudicial term. This acknowledges that outlaw
motorcycle clubs are clubs in the narrow sense of the word, often officially
registered associations, and that there appear to be great variations in
criminal involvement among outlaw biker clubs and among different
branches of the same club (Quinn and Koch 2003; Barker and Human
2009; Lauchs and Staines 2019).
1 Some writers further differentiate between outlaw clubs and 1 percent or one-
percenter clubs (Wethern and Colnett 2004; Dulaney 2006). Both are unaffiliated with
the AMA. The latter are said to have promoted club membership from a mere hobby into
an all-encompassing lifestyle, including the antiestablishment attitude associated with be-
ing an “outlaw.” In the academic literature, the terms outlaw motorcycle clubs and 1 per-
cent clubs are sometimes used interchangeably to refer to 1 percent clubs (e.g., Barker
2015).
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Academic interest in outlaw biker clubs, especially when compared
with street gangs and organized crime groups such as the Italian and
American mafias, has been scant and leaves fundamental questions un-
answered (Bain and Lauchs 2017). In this essay, we ask what can be learned
if outlaw motorcycle clubs are approached through the lens of organized
crime research. From an organized crime perspective, outlaw biker clubs
are an interesting object of study for several reasons; they are highly vis-
ible, formal organizations and their members, unlike in stereotypical
organized crime groups, have not traditionally come fromminority back-
grounds (Barker 2007). Our interest, broadly speaking, is in where outlaw
bikers fit in discussions of the organization of crimes and criminals. The
question is not simply, “Are outlaw biker clubs a form of organized
crime?” That would do justice neither to the complexity of the outlaw
biker phenomenon nor to the complexity of the concept of organized
crime.

We focus on two main themes. One is the criminality of outlaw bikers,
a subject around which much of the pertinent empirical research is cen-
tered. The second concerns the functions of outlaw motorcycle clubs as
organizational entities in relation to crimes committed by theirmembers.
This is as much a conceptual as an empirical question, one on which the
need for further research is most urgent. We address other issues con-
cerning outlaw biker clubs only in passing or not at all. These include
the links between outlaw bikers and other criminal groups such as mafia
associations, street gangs, and prison gangs; overlaps between the outlaw
biker subculture and political groups such as right-wing extremists; and
outlaw biker clubs acting as proxies of the state (Abadinsky 2013; Barker
2015; Klement 2019; Zabyelina 2019; Harris 2020).

The essay is divided into three sections. Section I provides a brief over-
view of the outlaw biker phenomenon and how it is perceived by law en-
forcement agencies. In Section II, we review what is known about the in-
volvement of members of outlaw biker clubs in various types of crimes.
We propose a typology of biker crime, distinguishing among lifestyle
crimes, entrepreneurial crimes, and symbolic crimes. These crimes are
diversely motivated; their organization involves distinctive requirements
and constraints that influence different ways they typically relate to a
club’s formal organization. In Section III, we distinguish three different
scenarios in which the criminal behavior of outlaw bikers is or can be re-
lated to the club. These scenarios can play out separately or simulta-
neously for different crimes within the same club or chapter.We employ
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a situational perspective, thus rejecting a simple one-dimensional concep-
tion of outlaw motorcycle clubs as criminal organizations.
I. Outlaw Motorcycle Clubs
The origins of the outlaw biker subculture are usually traced to adrenaline-
craving World War II veterans who, having survived the horrors of
war, clung to their military machines in an effort to retain some of
the thrill of their fighting tours (Yates 1999; Reynolds 2000; McBee
2015). These blue-collar men, socialized into the masculine brother-
hood of the army, are said not to have felt at home in the middle-class
motorcycle clubs sanctioned by the AMA and, as a consequence, estab-
lished their own clubs (Dulaney 2006; Barker 2015). Lurid club names,
such as the Booze Fighters and the Pissed Off Bastards of Bloomington
(POBOB), bespoke their antiestablishment attitudes (Wood 2003). In
a notorious incident in Hollister, California, on July 4, 1947, over 500
non-AMA-affiliated bikers are reported to have crashed the annual AMA-
organized Gypsy Tour, behaving drunk and disorderly and solidifying
the image of non-AMA, or “outlaw,” clubs as antisocial and a menace
to society (Fuglsang 2001; Veno 2007, 2009; Barker 2015).2 The subse-
quent media storm would likely long ago have been forgotten, if reports
of this and similar incidents had not inspired the first movie to bring the
biker subculture to the screen, Laslo Benedek’s film The Wild One, star-
ring a young Marlon Brando as the leader of an outlaw biker club called
the Black Rebels Motorcycle Club (Austin, Gagne, and Orend 2010).3 It
was loosely based on historical events, and Brando’s adversary in the film,
Lee Marvin, allegedly modeled his character on “Wino”Willy Forkner,
an infamous member of the Booze Fighters and an active participant in
the Hollister incident (Barker 2007). The Wild One was sedate by today’s
standards, but controversy surrounded it. It was banned in the United
Kingdom, which enhanced Brando’s rebel image and enlarged themovies’
influence on youth culture throughout theWestern world (Farrant 2016).
2 Female bikers and biker clubs were present in Hollister (e.g., the Tracy Gear
Jammers), but gendered media accounts helped forge the outlaw biker as a deviant male
identity (Hoiland 2018).

3 Most notably, disturbances in Riverside, California, during the Memorial Day Week-
end Gypsy Tour of 1948 that reportedly involved over 1,000 motorcyclists and led to the
death of a woman associated with one of the male bikers (Reynolds 2000).
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A. Hells Angels
In 1948, former POBOB Motorcycle Club member Otto Friedli es-

tablished an outlaw motorcycle club in Fontana, California, that would
become themost iconic of all, theHells AngelsMotorcycle Club (HAMC)
(Barker 2018). Named after a 1930 war movie and numerous World
War II bomber squadrons that used the name, several unrelated clubs
calling themselves “Hells Angels” became active in California during
this time. Largely through the efforts of future HAMC president Ralph
“Sonny” Barger, these clubs merged in the mid-1950s and adopted uni-
form attire, organizational structure, and admission criteria (Barger
2001). The original Hells Angels were recognizable by their sleeveless
denim vests, which had an embroidered club logo—a winged skull
wearing a pilot’s cap—as a center patch on the back, together with an
arched top rocker stating the club’s name, and an arched bottom rocker
naming the city, or sometimes the state, where the club was chartered.
The HAMC issued written regulations that governed the weekly meeting
of charter members, specified procedures for acceptance of newmembers,
and set out general rules of “good conduct” such as “no fighting among
club members” and “no using dope during a meeting” (Barger 2001).
The rules required ownership of a motorcycle, attesting to the motorcycle
being “the dominant symbol of subcultural commitment” (Wolf 1991,
p. 85).

The Californian Hells Angels’ notoriety rose quickly after publication
of Thompson’s acclaimed journalistic account Hell’s Angels. The un-
expected success of the 1966 movie The Wild Angels, starring members
of the Venice, California, HAMC charter as supporting actors to Peter
Fonda and Nancy Sinatra, all but transformed the HAMC from local
to international celebrities (Perlman 2007). The Californian Hells Angels
advised on and starred in other biker films including Hells Angels on
Wheels (1969) with Jack Nicholson. International biker magazines such
as Easyriders, available from 1970 onward, did the rest (Fuglsang 2002).

The Hells Angels’ media image drew attention from young bike-
riding toughs around the globe who adopted the imagery of their US role
models. TheCalifornianHells Angels began to accept local clubs outside
California as official HAMC chapters. Already by 1961 the HAMC had
an officially recognized chapter in Auckland, New Zealand; the first Aus-
tralian charter in Sydney followed in 1968 (Veno 2009; Lauchs 2019b).
In 1969 the first European chapter was set up in the United Kingdom.
Other European countries, including Switzerland in 1970, Germany in
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1973, and the Netherlands in 1978, soon followed. In retrospect, the
HAMC’s expansion appears not to have been strategically planned but
often to have been initiated by local biker groups, in some cases using
the name “Hells Angels” and wanting recognition by the Californian
HAMC (e.g., Schutten, Vugts, and Middelburg 2004). In April 2019
the Hells Angels website showed an HAMC presence in 58 countries
on five continents.4

B. Chicago Outlaws
Other US-based clubs were organized, both regionally and interna-

tionally. Among them were the Chicago Outlaws, whose roots go back
to the McCook Outlaws of Cook County, Illinois, established as early
as 1936. In 1954, the Chicago Outlaws adopted leather jackets as official
club dress and a logo depicting a skull and two crossed pistons, affection-
ately referred to as “Charlie,”which closely resembled the logo ofBrando’s
fictional motorcycle club in The Wild One. In 1964, several local clubs
merged under the name Outlaw Nation, with Chicago designated as the
mother chapter. In 1977, perhaps not coincidentally the year the HAMC
opened its first Canadian chapter, the Canadian outlaw motorcycle club
Satan’s Choice joined the Outlaws in a so-called patch-over, becoming
the first non-US Outlaws chapter. The Outlaws had no presence abroad
until 1993 when a French chapter was established; a Norwegian chapter
was set up in 1995. Other European clubs followed, some of which had
used the Outlaw name for decades. The Outlaws Motorcycle Club web-
site at the time of writing showed chapters in 28 countries.5

C. Bandidos
The BandidosMotorcycle Club was established in San Leon, Texas, in

1966 during the height of theHollywood biker craze. International chap-
ters were established in Australia in 1983 and France in 1989. Together
with the Hells Angels, Outlaws, the US-confined Pagans Motorcycle
Club, the Mongols, and the Sons of Silence, the Bandidos are among
the major US outlaw motorcycle clubs (Barker 2015). Global expansion,
however, can have downsides. According to the Bandidos website, the
US mother chapter, unhappy with growing “differences of opinion with
4 See http://hells-angels.com/world.
5 See http://www.outlawsmcworld.com.
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regard to club values and definitions,” decided in 2007 to sever all ties
with Bandidos chapters outside the United States. The US Bandidos
redesigned its signature “Fat Mexican” logo to underline its indepen-
dence. European, Asian, and Australian chapters have continued to use
the older version. At the time of writing, the US Bandidos website
coexisted with the “official Bandidos website.”6 The latter was redesigned
as the Bandidos Motorcycle ClubWorldwide website, showing chapters
in 32 countries, including the United States.7

D. Other Countries’ Clubs
The popularity of the outlaw biker subculture, and the dominance of

the Hells Angels, led clubs elsewhere in the world to (re)cast themselves
into theHAMCmold (McNab 2013; Silverstone andCrane 2017).Many
adopted similar signature clothing and logos, bylaws and regulations,
and organizational structure. More than 5,000 distinct clubs have been
formed in the history of the outlaw motorcycle subculture, most outside
North America, including 50 percent in Europe, 18 percent in Latin
America, 6 percent in East Asia, 5 percent in Australia andNew Zealand,
2 percent in the Middle East and North Africa, and 1 percent in South
Africa (Lauchs 2019b). Some domestic clubs later patched over to one
of the internationally active US clubs; others stuck to their original
colors. The major US clubs, especially the Hells Angels, provided the
prototype on which other outlaw clubs pattern themselves. TheUS clubs
however do not, or no longer, dominate the outlaw biker scene in many
places outside the United States and Canada, in sheer numbers or in in-
fluence. Some indigenous clubs, such as Australia’s Rebels Motorcycle
Club and the Netherlands’s Satudarah Motorcycle Club, have begun es-
tablishing chapters in the United States. The Hells Angels, however, re-
tain their mythical status (Veno 2009; Barker 2015).

E. Organizational Structure
The Californian Hells Angels provided a template for outlaw bikers

in appearance and behavior. They also provided a blueprint for the orga-
nizational structures of outlaw biker clubs, which almost always use the
6 See https://www.bandidosmcunitedstates.com.
7 See https://www.bandidosmc.com. The Dutch weekly Panorama reported something

similar about the Mongols Motorcycle Club, which expanded internationally but dis-
established many of its European chapters in 2017 (de Hoogh 2017).
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same or similar names to define certain command positions (Abadinsky
2013; Barker 2015). Figure 1 depicts the formal structure typical for out-
law motorcycle clubs from which there are few fundamental deviations.

The club is organized in local units called charters or chapters. Each
chapter has to have a physical locationwhere it holds clubmeetings.Most
often these locations are clubhouses that are “a central part of biker life”
(Veno 2009, p. 94) and demonstrate the club’s vitality and persistence.
Some are heavily fortified to safeguard members from attacks by rival
gangs and from law enforcement actions (Wolf 1991).

One chapter typically acts as the “mother chapter.”This position may
be permanently held by the founding chapter, or may alternate between
different chapters over shorter or longer intervals. Orders regarding club
business flow from the mother chapter to the local chapters (Wolf 1991).
However, binding decisions transcending individual chapters may also
be made at regional, national, or international meetings (Barker 2015).

A special position is held by so-called nomads, elite members who are
not part of a local chapter and who may be organized in special nomad
chapters. Their increased mobility allows them to function as rapid re-
sponse teams for the club, which gives them an elevated status (Veno
2009; Barker 2015; Ahlsdorf 2017).

The local chapters widely follow the same model (McGuire 1987;
Mallory 2012; Abadinsky 2013). They are commonly headed by a pres-
ident, formally the highest rank, and a vice president who is second in
FIG. 1.—Formal structure typical for outlaw motorcycle clubs
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rank. The mother chapter provides the club’s national president. Below
the vice president are a number of officer ranks more or less horizontally
differentiated by function. These include the road captain, treasurer, sec-
retary, and sergeant-at-arms. Patches typically worn on the front of the
individual’s biker vest identify its wearer’s rank. The road captain is re-
sponsible for organizing the logistics of runs or ride outs. The treasurer
is responsible for financial administration, including collecting member-
ship dues and managing the “defense fund” from which financial support
is given to members facing criminal charges or doing prison time. The
secretary organizes and take notes during obligatory weekly and inciden-
tal meetings of full members, commonly referred to as church meetings.
While the other board functions are primarily bureaucratic, the sergeant-
at-arms is responsible for internal discipline and enforcement of club rules.
He is also responsible for meting out punishment to members who are
found disobedient. His authority to use force against fellow members
places him somewhat closer in the hierarchy to the president and vice
president. Together with the president and vice president, the road cap-
tain, treasurer, secretary, and sergeant-at-arms form the chapter’s board
(Abadinsky 2013; Barker 2015; Ahlsdorf 2017). An exceptional case is the
Finks Motorcycle Club in Australia, which has either only one formal
position, the sergeant-at-arms, according to one source (Veno 2009),
or three, the sergeant-at-arms, treasurer, and secretary, according to
another (Lauchs 2019a).

Each chapter has a number of full members, recognizable by a vest
with both the top and bottom rocker and the center patch depicting the
club’s logo. Although members take orders from chapter board members,
the board’s power is limited by a system of direct democracy, usually a
show of hands, by which decisions about club business aremade. All mem-
bers have an equal say. For most decisions, the majority rules, although
some may require a qualified majority or unanimity (Veno 2009; Ahlsdorf
2017). The legitimacy of the board’s decisions depends heavily onwhether
they are considered to benefit the club, rather than individual board
members. Board members thus constantly face the danger of being de-
graded or, like other members, being expelled, in good or bad standing,
by a vote of the members. “Big” Willem van Boxtel, longtime national
president of the Dutch Hells Angels, for example, was voted out in bad
standing after allegedly remaining silent about a plan to liquidate an asso-
ciate of the Amsterdam chapter on club grounds (Schutten, Vugts, and
Middelburg 2004; Burgwal 2012).



530 Klaus von Lampe and Arjan Blokland
People who aspire to full membership typically go through an elabo-
rate initiation phase. On the outskirts of the club are “hangarounds”
and “friends of the club,” although some clubs do not distinguish be-
tween the two. To become a friend, a person needs one or more mem-
bers to vouch for him. The sponsors act as mentors throughout the ini-
tiation period and usually afterward as well. Friends may need to be
accepted by majority vote during a church meeting (Wolf 1991; Barker
2015). This ritual repeats itself when friends are promoted to become
hangarounds and hangarounds are promoted to prospect status. The
prospect status, which may last from a few weeks to several years, is so-
lidified by wearing a biker vest with just the bottom rocker. The pros-
pect is not yet a full member but enjoys recognition for making it to
the semifinals. Prospects may be present during church meetings but
do not vote. Like individuals, entire chapters can obtain prospect status,
for instance when chapters of native clubs want or are invited or pres-
sured to patch over to a larger local or international club (Wolf 1991;
Veno 2009; Barker 2015).

The lengthy initiation phase serves practical and symbolic functions.
Practically, from the perspective of wannabes, it provides a first feel of
the outlaw biker lifestyle and an opportunity to evaluate whether the life-
style fits their aspirations. It also allows existing members to size up po-
tential brothers. Symbolically, the initiation phase functions primarily to
detach prospective members from their civilian ties and to transform the
individual’s principal identity to that of outlaw biker. Full membership
requires members to place club concerns over private concerns at all
times (Wolf 1991; Veno 2009).

Sometimes violent initiation rites, obligatory participation in social
events, and cultivated animosity with rival groups serve to strengthen
the ritualistic kinship ties and maintain the extreme level of brotherly al-
truism expected betweenmembers (Wolf 1991). An important drawback
of all-encompassing ritual kinship is that it limits the pool of potential
members to people already socialized into at least some of the core values
that dominate the outlaw biker psyche (see Paoli 2003).

Many outlaw motorcycle clubs have formalized the requirements for
joining the club, and the procedures that govern the club’s functioning
and decision-making, in a set of written rules and regulations. In some
clubs, including the Hells Angels and the Bandidos, they are referred
to as bylaws (Barger 2001; Caine 2009). Other clubs, such as the Pagans,
refer to club rules. The Outlaws refer to the “national constitution” that
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governs the behavior of all Outlaw members in the United States (Mal-
lory 2012). The Mongols’ website shows the five “commandments” ap-
plicable to members of the Mongols nation worldwide.8

The written rules may describe requirements for becoming a member
and define procedural steps to be taken during the process. The Bandidos
bylaws, for example, state that individual members must own at least a
750 cc Harley-Davidson or facsimile, should have their motorcycle fully
functioning for at least 335 days per year, and pay monthly membership
dues of $25. New chapters are to pay “a one-time donation of $1,000” to
the national treasury. Membership requirements usually reflect the ex-
clusivity of the club. Many rules aim to safeguard the club against infil-
tration by members considered “inferior” because they are not genuine
bikers or are law enforcement personnel, and thereby protect the club’s
reputation.

The bylaws often refer to how decisions on club matters are made,
denoting, for example, in which body votes are cast, who is allowed to
vote, how individual votes are weighed, and the size of themajority needed
for a decision to be accepted. Finally, the written rules list dos and don’ts
for members. The Mongols’ commandments, for example, include “A
Mongol never steals from another Mongol,” “AMongol never causes an-
otherMongol to get arrested in any shape, way, or form,” and “AMongol
never uses his patch for personal gain.”

Some bylaws specify penalties for transgression of the rules. Trans-
gression of the Hells Angels bylaws, for instance, may result in a mone-
tary fine, an “ass-whipping,” “possible loss of patch,” or “automatic kick-
out from club” (Wolf 1991, p. 355). In general, members’ obligations
reflect the core values of the ritualistic biker brotherhood and efforts
to safeguard club members from outside interference. Some rules are
meant to prevent members from behaving in ways that can have negative
consequences for the club. An example is the infamous “no drug burns”
rule in the Hells Angels bylaws that sought to protect the club from re-
taliation by disenfranchised business partners in amember’s ormembers’
illicit enterprise (Barger 2001).

Finally, many of the bigger clubs have puppet or support clubs. Many
aremotorcycle clubs themselves that officially affiliatewith a bigger club—
for example, by pledging their support on their website. Support clubs
8 See https://www.mongolsmc.com/about.
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provide a pool from which outlaw motorcycle clubs can select potential
members or, many times, a group of individuals who have a prospect—
however distant—of possible membership and are willing to work hard
to satisfy the whims of the outlaw bikers. According to law enforcement
officials, this may include dirty work that reduces the risk of full members
being implicated in crimes. Finally, support club membership may aug-
ment the club’s ranks in periods of intergang rivalry and violence (Barker
2017). The Hells Angels in Denmark, for example, established AK81,
an acronym for “Always Ready,” with the “8” and “1” referring to the
eighth and first letter in the alphabet: “H”ells “A”ngels. Members of
AK81 are not required to ride a motorcycle or wear a biker vest, and their
appearance is more like that of a street gang (Klement 2016a).

F. Law Enforcement Perceptions
During the 1950s and early 1960s, outlaw motorcycle clubs were seen

primarily as a public menace, known mostly for drunken and disorderly
behavior. Local law enforcement agencies, increasingly aware of criminal
involvement of outlaw bikers, launched undercover operations during
the 1970s. Using findings of local operations, the FBI targeted Sonny
Barger and the Oakland Hells Angels as a criminal organization under
the federal Racketeer Influenced andCorrupt Organizations Act (RICO)
enacted in 1970 to provide tools for use against organized crime groups.
In the subsequent trial that ended in 1980, Barger was acquitted as the
jury found no proof that the crimes committed were part of club policy.
Since then, numerous Hells Angels and members of other outlaw biker
clubs have been successfully prosecuted under RICO, partly for involve-
ment in profit-making crimes such as drug trafficking and partly for vi-
olent acts against rival biker groups.

For many years, prosecutors failed to establish that an outlaw motor-
cycle club or chapter as such qualified as a criminal enterprise (Lauchs,
Bain, and Bell 2015). This has changed only recently. For example, in
2018 a jury found that the Mongols constituted a criminal enterprise re-
sponsible for murder, narcotics trafficking, and drug transactions (De-
partment of Justice 2019).

Despite the early failures of RICO prosecutions, outlaw motorcycle
clubs came to be viewed in theUnited States as an organized crime threat
akin to the Italian-American mafia and other criminal groups organized
along ethnic lines. Adding outlaw bikers with their white Anglo-Saxon
background to the category of “non-traditional organized crime” (President’s
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Commission on Organized Crime 1983) may have been a convenient
way to diffuse allegations of ethnic bias in conceptualization of organized
crime.

Other countries’ perceptions of outlaw bikers also shifted from public
nuisance to organized crime threat. Typically, interclub violence galva-
nized law enforcement agencies to adopt a repressive approach to outlaw
motorcycle clubs. As early as the 1970s, Australia, Canada, Denmark, and
other countries experienced violent clashes between rival biker groups
that left several bikers dead or wounded (Cherry 2005; Langton 2010;
Katz 2011; McNab 2013). New levels of alarm were reached when biker
violence took tolls among innocent bystanders, particularly the “Cana-
dian Biker War” between the Rock Machine and the Hells Angels that
lasted from 1994 until 2001 and resulted in 160 murders, including an
11-year-old boy. The “Great Nordic Biker War” between Hells Angels
and Bandidos resulted in 11 bikers’ deaths in Denmark, Finland, Norway,
and Sweden between 1994 and 1997 in addition to the death of one by-
stander and the maiming of several others in bomb attacks (Barker 2015).
In countries in which biker violence reaches these levels, outlaw motor-
cycle clubs tend to symbolize organized crime (Morselli 2009; Katz 2011;
Korsell and Larsson 2011).

In other countries, law enforcement perceptions have followed differ-
ent paths. In Germany, for example, it was not interclub violence but al-
leged involvement in forced prostitution and extortion that prompted the
first determined government response to outlaw bikers. In 1983 the first
German charter of the Hells Angels, located in Hamburg, was rescinded
and several of its members were put on trial (Geurtjens, Nelen, and
Vanderhallen 2018).

The Netherlands did not experience excessive interclub violence, in
large part because of the Hells Angels’ dominance of the Dutch bikers
scene. In the absence of official policies on organized crime, handling
of outlaw bikers changed from regulated tolerance during the 1970s
and early 1980s to laissez-faire during the late 1980s and 1990s. Not until
2000 did Dutch authorities adopt a more repressive stance, especially to-
ward the Hells Angels (Blokland, Soudijn, and Teng 2014; Geurtjens,
Nelen, and Vanderhallen 2018). By that time, outlaw motorcycle clubs
had a prominent place on international law enforcement agendas.

In 1991, following a Danish initiative, Interpol launched “Project
Rockers,” centered on the creation of a network of police experts on out-
law motorcycle clubs. By 1999, 27 countries tied by the presence of the
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Hells Angels, including 21 from Europe, the United States, Canada,
Brazil, South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand, participated (Smith
1998; Bjorngaard 1999; Barker 2015). In 1996, the nascent European po-
lice agency Europol launched its own biker-related project, “Operation
Monitor,” under the aegis of the Danish National Police. It sought to
collect and exchange intelligence on outlaw motorcycle clubs with a
special focus on drug trafficking. “Operation Monitor” prompted mem-
ber states to look more closely at their domestic outlaw biker scenes
(Heitmüller 2014).

The overall picture from a law enforcement perspective mainly evolved
along two lines. First, in many countries outlaw biker violence reached a
point at which it could no longer be described as merely rebellious, es-
pecially when innocent bystanders began to fall victim to biker warfare.
Second, outlaw bikers increasingly engaged in more organized types of
crime, leading law enforcement agencies increasingly to perceive them
as internationally operating criminal organizations.
II. Outlaw Bikers and (Organized) Crimes
The contention that outlaw motorcycle clubs have evolved into criminal
organizations has two basic implications: that their members are system-
atically engaged in criminal activities, and that the clubs play a key role in
their members’ criminal conduct.We examine both suggestions, starting
with the criminal involvement of outlaw bikers. First, however, we clarify
what types of crimes are at issue.

A. Types of Biker Crime
It is a truism that not all crimes are the same. There are differences not

only in their seriousness, however defined, but also categorical differ-
ences concerning, for example, the nature of victimization when there
is an identifiable victim, and the meaning and function that criminal acts
have for perpetrators. A differentiated understanding of criminal activi-
ties, as opposed to a broad-brush concept of crime, is important in the
study of criminal organizations because of interconnectedness and inter-
dependencies between what organizations do and how they are struc-
tured. According to one view, for example, criminal structures need to
be viewed primarily as “emergent properties” of criminal behavior (Cor-
nish and Clarke 2002, p. 52).
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Accordingly, we begin discussion of outlaw motorcycle clubs in the
context of organized crime by differentiating among types of crimemem-
bers commit, before considering to what extent and in what ways their
crimes can meaningfully be attributed to the clubs.

Official and journalistic accounts often refer indiscriminately to any
kind of criminal involvement as evidence of the criminal nature of biker
clubs. Academic writings take a more nuanced approach. Quinn and
Koch (2003), for example, offer a “rough division” of biker crime into
four categories along two dimensions, the level of planning and prepara-
tion and the underlying purpose of criminal conduct. By differentiating
among spontaneous and planned expressive acts, short-term instrumen-
tal acts, and ongoing instrumental enterprises, they allow for gradations
between more or less “organized” crimes and emphasize differences be-
tween “acts of violence and hedonism” driven by impulses and emotions
and entrepreneurial behavior oriented toward material gain (Quinn and
Koch 2003, p. 295).

Similarly, Lauchs, Bain, andBell (2015) distinguish “organized crime as-
sociated” offenses for profit and “barbarian culture” offenses. Barbarian cul-
ture offenses “match the traditional notion of an outsider subculture that
acts in a manner unacceptable to society” and include traffic offenses, drunk
and disorderly behavior, and minor drug offenses (p. 27). Planned aggres-
sive acts not associated with crimes for profit are also viewed as barbarian.

The Quinn and Koch (2003) typology and the distinction between
“organized crime associated” and “barbarian culture” offenses are valu-
able but do not sufficiently capture the different ways in which members’
criminal conduct may pertain to the biker subculture and to biker clubs
as organizational entities. Cognizant of the inconvenience associated
with the addition of another classification scheme, we nonetheless opt
for a tripartite distinction of outlaw biker crimes centered on their pur-
poses and meanings. Distinguishing proximal from distal goals, and eco-
nomic from symbolic goals, we arrive at the following typology:

Lifestyle crimes: criminal acts associated with behaviors that constitute
prominent elements of the outlaw biker subculture.

Symbolic crimes: criminal acts that feed into the status and reputation of
the individual member, chapter, or club.

Entrepreneurial crimes: criminal acts committed for profit that benefit
the individual member, chapter, or club.



536 Klaus von Lampe and Arjan Blokland
Lifestyle crimes are typically related to riding and partying as key
elements of the outlaw biker subculture. Emblematic examples include
traffic violations and minor drug offenses associated with recreational
use of illegal substances. Impulsive predatory crimes such as stealing
spare parts of parked motorcycles, or robbing passersby for gas money,
are also regarded as lifestyle crimes as they do little to enhance the finan-
cial standing of the individual member or the club. To the extent that
outlaw bikers’ sexual morality, which tends to conceive of women as prop-
erty of individual bikers or of the club as a whole (Hopper and Moore
1990; Wolf 1991), clashes with mainstream norms, some sexual offenses
such as statutory rape can also be classified as lifestyle crimes. So can some
acts of violence prevalent among outlaw bikers, such as domestic vio-
lence, that do little to increase the perpetrator’s status within the sub-
culture (Smith 2002).

Symbolic crimes have the potential to affect the subcultural standing of
those involved. Often, although not necessarily, they are acts of violence.
Symbolic crimes typically result from honor contests that provide bikers
opportunity to boost their status and reputation at others’ expense. Sym-
bolic crimes thus serve a more distant goal that goes beyond the offend-
ing situation. Especially violence directed toward socially close indi-
viduals has the potential to result in symbolic resources (Gould 2003;
Gravel et al. 2018). Nonviolent symbolic crimes, for instance, could in-
clude breaking and entering to steal rival clubs’ paraphernalia, or damag-
ing a rival club’s property by setting fire to their clubhouse. Symbolic
crimes also include planned expressive acts of violence toward rival peers
(Klement 2019).Within the hypermasculine outlaw biker world, lifestyle
crimes such as spontaneous bar brawls can quickly acquire symbolic
meaning. Should an individual biker be the losing party, retaliation is
likely, often with help from a number of brothers, providing symbolic
relevance to any further violent encounters (Quinn and Koch 2003).

Finally, entrepreneurial crimes potentially yield material profit. Like
symbolic crimes, the aims of entrepreneurial crimes are often not im-
mediate, which distinguishes them from lifestyle crimes. Entrepreneurial
crimes can be predatory, simply costly to the victim, or market based,
with illegal goods or services provided for an agreed-on price. Entrepre-
neurial crimes include criminal acts committed in preparation formaking
a criminal profit, such as manufacture of illegal drugs. Entrepreneurial
crimes can be nonviolent or violent (e.g., extortion); their key aim is to
enhance the material position of the individual member or club.
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As with symbolic and lifestyle crimes, there is a clear link between en-
trepreneurial crimes and lifestyle crimes in that the biker lifestyle en-
courages some entrepreneurial crimes and not others. Being a frequent
patron of nightclubs and shabby bars is more likely to incite drug dealing
and forced prostitution than bankruptcy fraud or insider trading.

A miscellaneous “other” category remains that cannot be linked to the
biker subculture. This includes such crimes as downloading child por-
nography from the internet, which is neither entrepreneurial nor sym-
bolic and does not spring from subcultural biker behaviors or values.

Lifestyle crimes are a justifiable cause for societal concern, but for
students of organized crime, bikers’ involvement in ongoing profit-
making crimes and excessive symbolic violence are more relevant. Profit-
making crimes, when successfully perpetrated, yield material gains larger
than can be instantly used or spent, creating a need for outlets for illicit
goods and ways to launder illicit proceeds. Whether one or a few mem-
bers, cliques, or entire chapters are involved is an empirical question rather
than a defining characteristic. This is also true of symbolic crimes. Given
that although individual and club reputations are highly intertwined, the
honor contested is often perceived to be the club’s and to require partici-
pation of many if not all members. Symbolic crimes range from spontane-
ous to planned but often require at least some coordination.

B. Extent of Criminal Involvement of Outlaw Motorcycle Club Members
There is substantial evidence thatmembers of outlawmotorcycle clubs

are more extensively involved in crime than aremembers of othermotor-
cycle clubs or of the general population. This is not surprising. Criminal
tendencies and records are not a disadvantage to people who aspire to
membership in an outlaw club; to the contrary, they are usually an advan-
tage. The clubs themselves, by bringing together criminally active people
and by engaging in lifestyle and symbolic crimes, make criminal involve-
ment more likely.

1. Crime Prevalence. Surprisingly few studies have systematically
charted the level and scope of criminal activities of outlaw motorcycle
club members. Table 1 shows studies that have used law enforcement
data to examine the prevalence of criminal involvement among members
of outlaw motorcycle clubs and, less often, of members of their support
or puppet clubs.

Canadian research covering 63 clubs active in Quebec during 1973–
88 found that 70 percent of 1,530 outlaw bikers in the sample had a
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criminal record (Tremblay et al. 1989). Law enforcement data eclectically
published during a more recent period of intensified intergang rivalry
among Canadian outlaw biker clubs suggest even higher percentages
(cited in Barker 2015, pp. 148–49).

Criminal justice contacts are also prevalent among Scandinavian out-
law motorcycle club members. A Swedish study of 80 Hells Angels and
20 Bandidos found that three-quarters had been convicted at least once
(BRÅ 1999). Rostami and Mondani (2019), in a network study of the
Swedish Hells Angels, found that 97 percent of members in their sample
had been officially registered as a crime suspect. In a series of publi-
cations, Klement and colleagues (Klement, Kyvsgaard, and Pedersen
2011; Klement and Pedersen 2013; Klement 2016a, 2016b) report on
criminal careers of people identified asDanish outlaw bikers in the Police
Intelligence Database (PID). More than one in 10 had been convicted at
least once before being registered as outlaw bikers in the PID.

One of us, with colleagues, has studied the criminal careers of people
officially registered by law enforcement personnel in the Netherlands as
outlaw bikers (Blokland, Soudijn, and Teng 2014; Blokland, Van der
Leest, and Soudijn 2018, 2019; Blokland et al. 2019). These studies used
conviction data to reconstruct the juvenile and adult criminal careers of
outlawmotorcycle club and support clubmembers. Guilty verdicts, pros-
ecutorial fines, and prosecutorial waivers for policy reasons were counted
as “convictions”; acquittals and prosecutorial waivers for technical rea-
sons were disregarded. The first study found that 82 percent of 601 out-
law bikers reported to be affiliated with an outlaw biker club between
2008 and 2013 were convicted at least once between age 12 and mid-
2013. These individuals, who included full members, prospects, and
hangarounds, were 44 years of age on average when convicted. A
follow-up study found that nearly 86 percent of 1,617 registered outlaw
motorcycle club members in the sample were convicted at least once
between 2010 and 2015 (Blokland, Van der Leest, and Soudijn 2019).

Finally, of all known outlaw motorcycle club members in Queens-
land, Australia, 47 percent had a criminal record for one or more serious
offenses (excluding traffic offenses and petty crime; Houghton 2014).
A recent study on Australia’s Gold Coast Finks Motorcycle Club found
that all members had committed traffic offenses and many had commit-
ted minor drug offenses (Lauchs 2019a).

Crime prevalence also appears to be high among members of support
or puppet clubs. Rostami and Mondani (2019) found that 95 percent of
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police-identified Swedish members of the Hells Angels’ support clubs
the Red Devils and Red andWhite Crew had been suspected of a crime.
Klement (2016b) found that 87 percent of 554 Danish puppet and sup-
port club members had been convicted at least once. Blokland, Van
der Leest, and Soudijn (2019) found a slightly lower prevalence (78 per-
cent) among Dutch support club members.

Caution is needed, however, when drawing conclusions from studies
using samples of police-identified outlaw bikers, as they may suffer from
sampling bias. Criminally active outlaw bikers are more likely to end up
in the sample than are their law-abiding brethren; this will inflate the
percentage of convicted outlaw motorcycle club members. The extent
to which selective sampling distorts findings depends on the conviction
rate among outlaw bikers not included in the sample, and the extent to
which the sample includes the total outlaw biker population. Assuming
different hypothetical conviction rates among unidentified outlaw bikers
and different levels of population coverage, Blokland, Van der Leest, and
Soudijn (2019) estimated that the “true” conviction rate amongmembers
of Dutch outlaw motorcycle clubs is likely to be between 56 and 86 per-
cent. Because the crime prevalence in an age-matched random sample of
300 Dutch male motorcycle owners who were not known to the police as
outlaw bikers was a little over 32 percent, it is safe to conclude that crim-
inal involvement among outlaw bikers in the Netherlands is higher than
in the general male population.

2. Crime Frequency. Crime prevalence indicated by the presence or
absence of a criminal record is a crude measure of criminal involvement.
Individuals with a single conviction and others with many each count as
one and contribute equally to the prevalence rate. Information on the fre-
quency of convictions of outlaw bikers enriches the picture.

Studies differ in the length and nature of the period examined in ways
that may affect the frequency of offending recorded. The database used
in the Blokland and colleagues studies (Blokland, Van der Leest, and
Soudijn 2019; Blokland et al. 2019), for example, includes both club mem-
bership years and preceding years. Percentages reported by Klement
(2016a, 2016b) in contrast pertain primarily to the period before becom-
ing an outlaw biker (defined as before registration in the PID).

Criminal careers studies of the general offender population usually
find conviction frequency highly skewed to the left: most offenders have
only a few convictions, but a small minority accumulate many. This pat-
tern characterized non-outlaw bikers in the Dutch studies, as the first
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pane in figure 2 shows. In contrast, the distribution of conviction fre-
quency in both Dutch outlaw biker samples (second and third panes) is
far more equal and even skewed to the right; more than one in four were
convicted 10 or more times. The fourth pane in figure 2 shows the dis-
tribution of conviction frequency in the Danish biker sample (although
differences between the Danish and Dutch studies make the data not
fully comparable). Offending frequency amongDanish bikers has amore
pronounced rightward skew, meaning that the majority have extensive
criminal records. Similar comparative patterns were found for Dutch and
Danish support and puppet club members.

Additional research on criminal career dimensions of outlaw bikers be-
fore, during, and after club membership is clearly needed. Existing evi-
dence suggests that outlaw bikers disproportionately engage in crime
compared to the general population and do so at higher than average
rates.

3. Crime Mix. Crime mix refers to the nature of the offenses com-
mitted. Organized crime researchers are likely to be most interested in
entrepreneurial crimes and symbolic interclub violence. Arrest or convic-
tion data, however, usually distinguish between different kinds of offenses
only by reference to criminal code sections. This does not distinguish the
various kinds of outlaw biker crimes as we have conceptualized them.
Broad categories such as “assault,” for example, include behavior ranging
from domestic violence and barroom skirmishes to preplanned interclub
clashes.These data do, however, show that outlawbikers’ criminal involve-
ment extends well beyond lifestyle crimes.

A 2015 National Alliance of Gang Investigators Associations survey
asked respondents about outlaw bikers’ involvement in various types of
crime. Outlaw bikers were reported to be most often engaged in assaults
and weapons possession (in over 50 jurisdictions) and threats and in-
timidation (over 40 jurisdictions); this may reflect the outlaw biker sub-
culture’s hypermasculine nature and likely pertains to both lifestyle and
symbolic violence. Outlaw bikers were also reported to be involved in
street-level drug dealing (over 40 jurisdictions) and large-scale manu-
facture and distribution of narcotics (both in over 20 jurisdictions). Re-
spondents from more than 10 jurisdictions reported bikers’ involvement
in money laundering (Federal Bureau of Investigation 2015).

These findings are broadly consistent with findings of a similar 2003
survey of 1,061 US law enforcement agencies (cited by Barker 2015,
pp. 94–95). Ninety percent of the agencies reported outlaw bikers in
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their respective jurisdictions frequently or occasionally engaged in dis-
tributing narcotics, and 76 percent reported frequent or occasional in-
volvement inmanufacture of narcotics.More than half reported frequent
or occasional involvement in money laundering. The criminal repertoire
of outlaw bikers in the United States thus encompasses lifestyle and sym-
bolic crimes and entrepreneurial crimes aimed at making and concealing
criminal profit.

Only a few other studies have reported on outlaw bikers’ criminal in-
volvement. Of crimes of the population of outlaw bikers registered be-
tween 1984 and 1988 in Quebec province, 25 percent were property
crimes, 8 percent were violent offenses, and 28 percent involved narcotics
(Alain 2003). Klement (2016a) found that 69 percent of members of the
Danish Hells Angels, Bandidos, and No Name Motorcycle Club known
to the police were convicted at least once of a violent offense. Fifty-nine
percent were convicted of drug possessions, often pertaining to the indi-
vidual’s own use and thus most likely reflect lifestyle crime. Thirty-four
percent were convicted of sale or trafficking of narcotics, both entrepre-
neurial offenses. Of support clubmembers’ narcotics offenses, 49 percent
were for possession and 22 percent were for sale or trafficking.

Blokland, Van der Leest, and Soudijn (2019) found that 85.2 percent
of the outlaw bikers in their sample were convicted of a traffic offense at
least once. Over half (56.7 percent) were convicted of at least one violent
offense and more than a third (34.6 percent) at least once of a drug of-
fense. Under Dutch prosecutorial policy, possession of a small amount
of drugs for personal use is tolerated, which means convictions for drug
offenses signify entrepreneurial crimes. Other entrepreneurial crimes
(referred to as “organized crimes”), of which 11.7 percent of the sample
were convicted, included extortion, money laundering, and human traf-
ficking. Percentages for support club members were largely comparable,
though they were less often convicted of violent (49.7 percent), drug
(25.7 percent), and “organized” crimes (7.8 percent).

Blokland and David (2016), in an analysis of 40 crimes mentioned in
27 court files pertaining to Dutch outlaw motorcycle club members be-
tween 1999 and 2017, found that 80 percent involved entrepreneurial
crimes. In one described instance of symbolic violence, “twenty to thirty”
members of a Dutch indigenous outlaw motorcycle club raided the club-
house of a non-outlaw club located in their territory and, threatening ar-
son, forced its abandonment.
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Geurtjens (2019) used theQuinn andKoch (2003) crimes typology in a
study of 185 news articles from local newspapers in the Meuse Rhine
Euroregion (parts of Belgium, Germany, and the Netherlands) pertain-
ing to the four largest outlaw biker clubs in the area (Hells Angels, Ban-
didos, Satudarah, and Outlaws). Twenty-four percent of 85 criminal
incidents could be categorized as “spontaneous expressive acts,” 22 per-
cent as “planned aggressive acts,” and 39 percent as pertaining to “on-
going instrumental enterprises.” Barker and Human (2009) in a similar
study of newspaper articles concluded that half of all crimes between
1980 and 2005 concerning the four big US outlaw motorcycle clubs—
Hells Angels, Outlaws, Bandidos, and Pagans—concerned ongoing in-
strumental enterprises.

Finally, Australian data analyzed by Goldsworthy and McGillivray
(2017) indicate that 4,323 criminal charges between April 2008 and April
2014 resulting in guilty verdicts involved Queensland members of out-
law motorcycle clubs. The charges included 595 counts of drug posses-
sion (14 percent of all charges) and 285 counts of committing public
nuisance (nearly 7 percent); both can be categorized as lifestyle crimes.
Entrepreneurial crimes made up only about 2 percent of the guilty ver-
dicts, including 102 counts of producing, trafficking in, or supplying
drugs. Another Queensland study limited its scope to serious crimes, ex-
cluding lifestyle crimes such as traffic offenses and minor drug posses-
sion. Through the end of 2016, 112 members of outlaw motorcycle clubs
received guilty verdicts. Fifty (45 percent) received a prison sentence for
violent crimes, 29 (26 percent) for drug offenses, 11 (10 percent) for
firearms offenses, and 14 (13 percent) for other crimes (Lauchs and
Staines 2019).
III. Outlaw Motorcycle Clubs and (Organized) Crimes
Participation of members of an outlaw motorcycle club in criminal activ-
ities, including ongoing organized crimes, does not necessarily make the
club a criminal organization. Indiscriminate law enforcement use of such
terms as “criminal organization,” “organized crime group,” or “crime
syndicate” concerning outlaw motorcycle clubs masks fundamental and
ongoing conceptual debates. These debates, which center on the impor-
tance of analytically separating groups as organizational entities from
their members as individuals, also occur in relation to mafia groups
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(Anderson 1979; Haller 1992; Paoli 2003) and street gangs (Decker,
Bynum, and Weisel 1998; Densley 2012, 2014).

A. Street Gangs, Organized Crime Groups, and Outlaw Motorcycle Clubs
Law enforcement agencies commonly refer to outlawmotorcycle clubs

as outlaw motorcycle gangs to denote that they are criminal organi-
zations, not “clubs.”What gang scholars consider to be a gang, however,
is different from what organized crime scholars consider to be an orga-
nized crime group (Roks andVanRuitenburg 2018). As a first step toward
a better understanding of how outlaw motorcycle clubs relate to both
gangs and organized crime groups, building on Decker and Pyrooz
(2015) we compare these two kinds of groups along two defining dimen-
sions: structure and activity.

Gangs have been defined as “any durable, street-oriented youth
group, whose involvement in illegal activity is part of its group identity”
(Klein and Maxson 2006, p. 4). Other definitions exist (Ball and Curry
[1995] and Curry [2015] provide overviews), including elements such
as “a general lack of discipline that characterizes the control that gangs
have over gang members” (Decker and Pyrooz 2014, p. 282). The dom-
inant view is that many street gangs are diffuse aggregations of individ-
uals and lack an obvious hierarchical structure, clearly defined leader-
ship, levels of membership, membership roles and obligations, and
precise gang boundaries. Leadership appears to be highly situational,mem-
bership requirements to be transitory, andmembership to be blurry at best,
both to law enforcement and to self-acclaimed gang members. Most gangs
do not hold regular meetings, have written rules of conduct, or manage to
enforce significant levels of discipline on members. The young ages of
many gang members may contribute to this. Exceptions to this common
image, however, exist. Some gangs have more rational, instrumental struc-
tures and operate in many ways that resemble legitimate corporations (e.g.,
Venkatesh and Levitt 2000).

Organized crime researchers have reached a similar consensus. The
once prevailing image of organized crime groups was of pyramidal struc-
tured enterprises in which each individual is allocated a clear set of tasks
and responsibilities. That has given way to a more fluid and dynamic
conception in which criminals cooperate in loose, situationally defined
networks that allow them to adapt to continuously changing opportuni-
ties and constraints in the criminal markets in which they operate (e.g.,
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Bruinsma and Bernasco 2004; Bouchard and Morselli 2014). As with
gangs, exceptions exist. Some criminal businesses have features that mir-
ror legitimate corporations (von Lampe 2016a). People engaged in or-
ganized crime organization are typically older than street gang members
(Kleemans and de Poot 2008).

The main difference between street gangs and organized crime groups
therefore lies not so much in how they are positioned on the organiza-
tional continuum but rather in their activities (Decker and Pyrooz 2015,
p. 298). Constructing and maintaining the collective identity of the gang
is key for gangmembers and is reflected in the types of crimes they typically
commit. Turf is often central to a gang’s identity and much of the violence
gang members commit is motivated by perceived violations of actual or
symbolic turf boundaries bymembers of other gangs. As a result, intergang
violence is common even in the absence of feared or real infringements of
criminalmarkets.Tooptimally serve its symbolic purpose, violence is often
committed in public and features excessive displays of power. A drive-by
shooting may not be as accurate as a coordinated assassination, but in sym-
bolic violence, the statement is what counts.

In contrast, organized crime groups, understood in terms of illegal
enterprises, tend to seek economic rather than symbolic goals; the main
driver of collaboration is to maximize illegal profit from predatory crime
or provision of illegal goods and services. Violence may occur but is usu-
ally instrumental to achievement of economic goals—for example, to
overcome resisting victims, intimidate potential witnesses and informants,
or deal with criminal competition. Even in organized crime groups such as
mafia associations that function as mutual aid societies and territorially
based underworld governments, use of symbolic violence is limited and
largely confined to phases of organizational disarray (Catino 2014; Lupo
2015). Violence has high costs. Excessive use attracts unwanted law en-
forcement attention, which is bad for illicit business. Avoidance of violence
seems to characterize organized crime groups (von Lampe 2016a).

Figure 3 summarizes conventional wisdom concerning similarities
and differences between street gangs and organized crime groups along
a structural organizational dimension that runs from informal-diffused
(disorganized) to instrumental-rational (organized), and a goal orienta-
tion dimension that runs from symbolic to economic. Groups on the
informal-diffused end of the continuum lack a clear hierarchy, formal
meetings are rare or nonexistent, and codes of conduct are limited to
secrecy and loyalty (Decker and Curry 2000; Morselli 2009). Groups
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at the instrumental-rational end of the continuum have a vertical struc-
ture, coordinated actions, and clearly demarcated boundaries. Symbolic
goals or functions include peer affiliation, friendship, revenge, and turf.
Criminal groups on the economic end of these dimensions seem to care
less about symbolism and more about making money (Decker and
Pyrooz 2015).

Both street gangs and organized crime groups appear to gravitate
toward the informal-diffused end of the structural dimension, with the
exception of mafia associations. They have a formalized structure and
display some level of vertical differentiation, at least with respect to in-
dividual mafia families (Catino 2014). Outlaw motorcycle clubs, like
mafia associations, tend to present themselves as strongly hierarchical
organizations with clearly described membership obligations and strictly
defined boundaries. Some are registered legal entities and have copy-
righted their colors and patches to prevent unauthorized use. The Hells
Angels have gone to court to challenge unauthorized use of their name
and logo (Kuldova 2017).

Outlaw motorcycle gangs are associated with both entrepreneurial
and symbolic crimes. Outlaw bikers have been convicted for profitable
illicit activities such as narcotics production and distribution and traf-
ficking in guns and humans but are also known for extremely violent
public displays of intergang rivalry that appear motivated by honor and
revenge rather than by potential revenues. Their goals thus run the full
spectrum from purely symbolic to purely economic.
FIG. 3.—Similarities and differences between street gangs and organized crime groups
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Compared to street gangs and organized crime groups, outlaw biker
clubs fall on the instrumental-rational end of the organizational contin-
uum. Their criminal behavior seems to transcend the divide between
symbolic and entrepreneurial more than either street gangs or organized
crime groups.

Figure 3 provides a useful starting point to understand how outlaw
motorcycle clubs compare to street gangs and organized crime groups,
but it is based on generalizations that call for more refined examination.
First, implicit to positioning the three types of groups along the organi-
zational dimension is the assumption that group structure is always and
unequivocally linked to members’ criminal activities. Second, placing
entrepreneurial and symbolic crimes on opposite sides of a continuum
may imply that particular types of crime are mutually exclusive in a
group’s criminal repertoire. Both these implications are premature.
B. Crime and Its Relation to the Club as an Organizational Entity
Closely linked to the criminal involvement of outlaw bikers is the ques-

tion of how their crimes relate to clubs and chapters as organizational
entities. There are different notions about this. Veno (2009, p. 179), for
example, argues that profit-making crime—namely, drug crimes—can-
not be ascribed to clubs or chapters as a whole: “The members do it,
but it’s not a club-organized thing.” Sometimes, outlaw biker clubs are
portrayed as supporting criminal activities without direct involvement—
forexample, by providing a network of trusted contacts (Quinn andKoch
2003) and an intimidating reputation (Wolf 1991, p. 127; Quinn and
Forsyth 2011), or providing a forum for resolution of conflicts (Piano
2017).

A symbiotic relationship is sometimes assumed to exist between the
profit-making illegal activities of individual members and the club as a
whole. Quinn and Forsyth (2011) argue that clubs largely rely on their
members to raise funds without asking too many questions and may pro-
vide seed-money loans for criminal businesses. Sometimes, outlaw biker
clubs or chapters are considered to be directly involved in the sense that
a club “directly supervises the organized criminality of its members”
(Quinn and Forsyth 2011, p. 228). Barker and Human (2009) suggest
that there is a continuum of clubs and chapters, including some in which
only a few members engage in serious criminal activities, some com-
posed of small groups of criminally active members who operate with
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or without tacit approval of the club as a whole, and some that function
“as gangs oriented toward criminal profit” (p. 175; see also Barker 2015;
Lauchs, Bain, and Bell 2015).

C. A Situational Approach
We adopt a situational approach. By this we mean that how crime

relates to the club or chapter as an organizational entity may differ for
different types of crime and may differ even for one type of crime from
one occasion to the next. Rather than conclude that crime is “not a club-
organized thing” or that some clubs function as “gangs,” we believe that
crime may be completely separate from the club or chapter on one oc-
casion, while being club business the next, depending on the particular
circumstances. Below we examine three analytically distinct scenarios of
links between outlaw motorcycle clubs and crime (fig. 4; see also von
Lampe 2019). Given the paucity of valid data, we use these scenarios pri-
marily as heuristic devices rather than as a classificatory scheme to orga-
nize known cases.

The first scenario, “bad apples,” acknowledges that there may be only
limited overlap between outlaw motorcycle clubs and the activities of crimi-
nally active members. For example, it is well established that gang members,
and outlaw bikers, often cooperate with co-offenders outside the gang (Morselli
2009; Bouchard and Konarski 2013). In the “bad apple” scenario, individual
members engage in criminal activities as independent operators on their
FIG. 4.—Scenarios of links between outlaw motorcycle clubs and crime
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own, with other club members, or with nonmembers. In these cases, club
members are essentially autonomous in their decisions to commit a given
crime and in their choices regarding the specifics of the crime. Outlaw
motorcycle clubs sometimes characterize members implicated in crimi-
nal conduct as bad apples, insisting that having criminals among their
members is not unique to outlaw biker clubs and that members commit
crimes on their own, as a private matter (see Veno 2009, p. 62; Barker
2015, p. 44).

The second scenario we will discuss, “club within a club,” is similar to
the bad apple scenario in that members commit crimes on their own
account. However, the situation is different in that most if not all mem-
bers, and especially the club or chapter leadership, are involved. A large
overlap exists between the formal club structure and a parallel structure
engaged in crime; from the outside it may appear that the club as a club
is committing these crimes. Importantly, however, relations and interac-
tions within the parallel structure do not follow the same logic as the for-
mal club structure. For example, authority derived from formal positions
in the club hierarchy may not carry over to decisions with respect to
criminal activity. This scenario is neither purely hypothetical (see, e.g.,
Morselli 2009) nor does it apply exclusively to outlaw motorcycle clubs.
Gang researchers have observed that drugs are sometimes distributed
through the ranks from gang leaders to lower level members but that
“drug sales are fundamentally an individual or small-group activity, not
coordinated by the collective gang. The gang instead provides the repu-
tational and criminogenic resources to sustain the enterprise” (Densley
2014, p. 533).

In the third scenario, “criminal organizations,” outlawmotorcycle clubs,
or their chapters, engage in criminal activities as organizational entities.
scenario corresponds to the law enforcement agency claim that outlaw
motorcycle clubs have morphed into “highly structured criminal organi-
zations” (Federal Bureau of Investigation 2009, p. 8). The decision to
commit a crime is made collectively through the established decision-
making mechanism, club resources are invested, and individuals directly
involved act on behalf, and in the interest, of the club. Not all members
are necessarily involved, but if crime is considered to be club business it
can be assumed to be backed by the entire membership.

These three scenarios could play out simultaneously within a given
outlaw motorcycle club or chapter. Depending on the situation, mem-
bers may act as independent operators, or as members of a criminal
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organization. This may apply to crimes for profit as well as symbolic
crimes and lifestyle crimes. For example, several club members may
commit a rape on club premises. This could be viewed as a bad apple sce-
nario in which the perpetrators take advantage of the relative safety of
the club environment, trusting fellow members not to talk to the police.
Within the same club or chapter there may also be a large group of
members, including senior members, who run an extortion racket using
the power of the patch to intimidate victims, which would fit the club
within a club scenario. Finally, the club or chapter may decide to dis-
mantle a newly formed rival club by forcefully seizing its club colors.
This fits the club as criminal organization scenario.

1. The Bad Apple Scenario. The bad apple scenario reflects how out-
law motorcycle clubs were initially portrayed. In the absence of evidence
to the contrary, it likely remains the predominant pattern with crimes
being committed by members in “a freelance fashion” (Monterosso
2018, p. 691). The scarce empirical research provides little evidence one
way or the other. However, co-offending data suggest that most biker
crime is individual crime, assuming thatmore than onememberwill likely
be involved when a club acts as an organizational entity. Existing research
shows that outlaw bikers who commit crimes tend to operate as lone
offenders or to co-offend with nonmembers rather than in groups of fel-
low outlaw bikers. Blokland andDavid (2016), analyzing 27 criminal cases
involving members of outlaw motorcycle clubs as suspects, found that
more than one outlaw biker was implicated in only one-third of the cases.
Rostami and Mondani (2019), with samples of thousands of cases, exam-
ined Swedish co-offending data for members of the Hells Angels and
two support clubs. Only a small fraction of collaborations involved mem-
bers of the same group. Among Hells Angels, only 13.2 percent of co-
offending ties were to anotherHells Angelsmember.Of those intragroup
ties, 74 percent connected members of the same chapter (Rostami and
Mondani 2019, p. 45).

In the bad apple scenario, by definition, outlaw motorcycle clubs as
such do not commit crimes. This does not imply, however, that they play
no role. Quite to the contrary, outlaw motorcycle clubs by their very na-
ture may in a number of ways influence and promote the criminal con-
duct of their members. This is most relevant to the bad apple scenario
but also applies to the other two scenarios.

Outlaw motorcycle clubs provide members a social environment that
is tolerant of and often sympathetic toward criminal conduct, even when
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criminal involvement is limited and individual criminal conduct is nei-
ther implicitly nor explicitly encouraged by the club as such. In part, this
is a function of the people outlaw biker clubs tend to attract and recruit.
Law enforcement data since at least the mid-1960s have consistently
shown that disproportionately high shares of outlaw bikers have criminal
records. Research has found some support for the selection hypothesis
that outlaw motorcycle clubs prefer to recruit criminally inclined indi-
viduals (Thornberry et al. 1993; Klement 2016b; Blokland et al. 2019).
Ethnographic research shows that violence is an integral part of the out-
law biker subculture within the larger context of the “saloon society mi-
lieu” (Quinn 2001, p. 390). Accordingly, proven ability and willingness
to use violence, regardless of its legality, can be a key criterion for accep-
tance as a member (Wolf 1991; Veno 2009).

There are conflicting accounts about whether clubs require prospective
members to commit a crime, possibly even murder (Marsden and Sher
2007). Where this practice reportedly exists, it is thought to be aimed at
preventing infiltration by undercover police officers (Lavigne 1989; Veno
2009). Regardless of the truth of these claims, outlawmotorcycle clubs, in-
cluding the more “conservative” and less criminally oriented, appear gen-
erally to be intent on refusing entry to current or former police officers
(Wolf 1991; Barker 2015). In contrast, a criminal background is not an ex-
clusion criterion.The historically high share of convicted offenders among
outlaw bikers is reflected in outlaw bikers’ self-perceptions (Barger 2001,
p. 124: “most of us were card-carrying felons”) and in norms and practices
adopted to cope with this situation. For example, jail time is one of the few
excuses recognized by club bylaws for not complying with duties such as
maintaining a roadworthy motorcycle or attending club meetings (Wolf
1991; Veno 2009; Abadinsky 2013).

The effects of selecting criminally inclined individuals are reinforced
by a process thatWolf (1991, p. 100) has described as “an expected norm”

of a probationary period for newmembers: the “disaffiliation” from social
ties outside of the club. This means that affiliation goes hand in hand with
weakening of bonds to conventional society and thereby weakening
mechanisms of informal social control (Sampson and Laub 1997). How-
ever, while disaffiliation may affect friendship networks and possibly inti-
mate partnerships, it does not necessarily lead to new members giving up
employment or entrepreneurship in the legal economy (Wolf 1991;
Barger 2001).
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Outlaw motorcycle clubs do not generally hold members accountable
for involvement in criminal activities, and, accordingly, there is no loss
in formal or informal status connected with being implicated in a crime.
The prevailing rationale seems to be that an outlaw biker “can do any-
thing he wants to do” (Spurgeon 2011, p. 319) as long as he does not vi-
olate norms of the outlaw biker subculture or specific rules of his club
(Veno 2009; Quinn and Forsyth 2011). For example, many outlaw biker
clubs have traditionally banned use but not sale of intravenous drugs
(Wolf 1991). According to a former high-ranking member of the Out-
laws motorcycle club, the rule was “What a man did on his own time was
his own business” (Spurgeon 2011, p. 319).

Rules against drug dealing seem to exist only to the extent that there
could be negative repercussions for the club, such as the “no drug burns”
rule of the Hells Angels that forbids members ripping off partners in
drug deals (Barger 2001, p. 46). In a similar vein, the Edmonton chapter
of the Rebels forbade members to wear their club colors or any other
club symbols when selling drugs (Wolf 1991, p. 268).

It would be a rare occurrence for an outlaw biker to be expelled for
a crime he has committed. In one such exceptional case mentioned by
Barker (2015), a member of the Bandidos was forced out after having
killed a popular former boxing champion. Another, mostly unwritten,
outlaw biker rule forbids cooperation with law enforcement and disclo-
sure of club-related information to outsiders and specifically to the me-
dia (Wolf 1991; Veno 2009; Barker 2015).

As a consequence, outlaw bikers who prepare or carry out criminal ac-
tivities can rely on others not to divulge incriminating information. In
turn, all members regardless of their criminal inclination subject them-
selves to the real possibility that they will have to remain silent about
crimes of other members, and that “their silence and inaction gives tacit
support and increases the likelihood that criminal behavior will continue
and progress” (Barker 2015, p. 101).

Outlaw motorcycle clubs may also support the criminal conduct of
members in more direct ways as a by-product of features of their norma-
tive and institutional framework—namely, those concerning group co-
hesion and mutual aid. Clubs may provide funds to members in need,
which may include members using these funds as investment capital
for illegal activities (Quinn and Forsyth 2011), or clubs putting up money
to post bail or pay retainers for lawyers (Barger 2001; Veno 2009).
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In a more comprehensive way, outlaw motorcycle clubs are based on
the notion of ritual brotherhood. As Veno (2009, p. 88) explains, “When
members call each other ‘brother’ they actually mean it. For many, the
club becomes their family, particularly if they’ve come from dysfunc-
tional homes.” A key facet of the notion of brotherhood is an obligation
to lend mutual assistance in a system of interpersonal reciprocity that
encompasses a wide range of spheres from sharing motorcycle parts to
providing emotional support in crises, but also includes providing shel-
ter to fellow members who are fugitives from the law (Wolf 1991). En-
capsulated in the system of mutual assistance is the principle of mutual
protection: “All members of the club will support a fellow member when
threatened” (Wolf 1991, p. 98). The rule is supposed to apply “under
any circumstances” (Wolf 1991, p. 127) and “no matter what the cause”
(Barger 2001, p. 67; see also Quinn and Koch 2003). While members
face repercussions internally if they abuse the outlaw biker code of
honor for personal interests, externally the rule establishes a protective
shield in that nonmembers are discouraged from taking action against
members (Wolf 1991). When members engage in illegal activities on
their own, they remain under the protection of fellow club members,
be it against predatory criminals or against disloyal business partners.

The generalized expectation that an outlaw biker can count on un-
questioned support from fellow club members, along with the outlaw
bikers’ reputation for violence, feeds into what is called the “power of
the patch” (Smith 1990; Wolf 1991; Barker 2015; Lauchs, Bain, and Bell
2015). The term refers to the intimidating and fear-instilling effect of
wearing the colors of an outlaw motorcycle club; what Barker (2015,
p. 11) calls “intimidation by reputation.” The power of the patch means
that criminally inclined outlaw bikers not only operate behind a protec-
tive shield but possess intimidation capital that they can use as an asset
in criminal activities—for example, to intimidate victims or witnesses
(Wolf 1991; Barker 2015) or law enforcement officials (Gomez del
Prado 2011).

Blokland and David (2016) report that outlaw bikers appearing as
suspects in criminal cases they analyzed regularly referred to their
membership in an outlaw motorcycle club to emphasize numerical and
physical dominance over their victims. In this respect, essentially every-
thing outlaw motorcycle clubs and individual outlaw bikers do that
strengthens the power of the patch facilitates and benefits their criminal
conducts. This includes symbolic crime—namely, violence in interclub
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conflicts—and aggressive and violent behavior more generally. Impor-
tantly, following an argument Marcus Felson (2006) has made with re-
spect to street gangs, the power of the patch could be bolstered bymembers
of other clubs and even by nonaffiliated bikers so long as the public and
the media do not differentiate between clubs or categories of bikers.

A further crime-promoting effect of belonging to an outlaw motorcy-
cle club could be that formation of criminal network ties is facilitated.
Outlaw motorcycle clubs, with their high proportions of criminally in-
clined members, inevitably function as offender convergence settings
where potential partners in crime meet and socialize (Felson 2003;
Kleemans and De Poot 2008). In addition, selective recruiting and em-
phases on mutual loyalty and support should provide a basis for trust
even between members who are not in regular face-to-face contact
(Paoli 2003). This may be particularly significant given the wide geo-
graphical reach of intraclub ties in large international clubs with chap-
ters in various countries and continents. A high-ranking Hells Angel
and FBI informant reported that members of the UK Hells Angels
sought to import cocaine from Brazil and, when they could not find a
supplier, asked members of the Rio de Janeiro chapter to find one for
them (Lavigne 1997).

For some of the same reasons that bring outlaw bikers together, out-
siders may view them as desirable partners in crime. Membership in an
outlaw motorcycle club implies qualities such as adherence to a code of
silence and willingness to use violence that are commonly valued in the
underworld. Outlaw bikers may also be attractive crime partners because
of the power of the patch—for example, to collect loansharking debts:
“The bikers are recruited because of their ‘tough-guy’ image and because
they are close-mouthed and will not talk when apprehended by police”
(Pennsylvania Crime Commission 1991, p. 201; see also Wolf 1991). At
the same time, they seem accessible because of their visibility. They are
reportedly often contacted by outsiders who assume that outlawmotorcy-
cle clubs sell drugs (Veno 2009).

The bad apple scenario illuminates characteristics that outlaw motor-
cycle clubs share with some organized crime groups, such as the southern
Italian mafia associations, Chinese triads, and Japanese yakuza, all of
which are associational criminal structures (von Lampe 2016a, 2016b).
Francis Ianni (1975), in his seminal study of criminal networks in New
York, distinguished “two forms of behavioral organizations” that he
called “associational networks” (p. 293) and “entrepreneurial networks”
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(p. 307). Entrepreneurial networks exist to profit from crime. Associa-
tional networks foster mutual trust among criminals, promote a basic
criminal code of conduct, and shape criminal reputations (Ianni 1975).

Patricia Adler (1985, p. 63), observing drug smugglers and whole-
salers in Southern California, similarly distinguished business structures
in the form of partnerships, groups, and supplier-customer relations
from “friendship networks” consisting of “social affiliations,” some hav-
ing “business overtones,” and “a larger circle of acquaintances which was
composed of dealers and smugglers the individual knew socially, yet with
whom he or she had no business dealings.” Mark H. Haller (1992), ex-
amining the Philadelphia family of the Italian-American Cosa Nostra,
offered essentially the same distinction. He concluded that the mafia
family served three functions: as a fraternal order fostering “male bond-
ing and social prestige for members,” as a businessmen’s association
through which “members make useful business contacts, learn about
business opportunities, and perform mutual favors for fellow members
and their associates,” and as an association that sets and enforces rules
among members similar to lawyers’ self-governance in bar associations
(Haller 1992, pp. 2–4).

Hartmann and von Lampe (2008) provided another example of an as-
sociational criminal structure with parallels to outlaw motorcycle clubs.
They studied the German underworld of the 1920s and 1930s, focusing
on the Ringvereine that were originally officially chartered mutual aid
associations of ex-convicts. The Ringvereine had an active club life with
regular meetings, excursions, and social events, including lavish funeral
processions for deceased members. Legal expenses were paid from club
coffers, as was support for members and their families during times of
imprisonment. Pins, rings, and other club insignia made members rec-
ognizable to outsiders. This made it easy for members to make use of
the Ringvereine’s reputational value.

Organizations with associational criminal structures tend to have four
basic features that also characterize outlaw motorcycle clubs: bonding,
communication, mutual support, and a code of conduct. From friend-
ship networks of drug traffickers to mafia organizations, associational
criminal structures create and reinforce affectionate bonds that give
members a sense of belonging and convey exclusivity and elitism, which
can translate into enhanced social status. Solidarity and cohesion among
members facilitate relatively safe communication of criminally relevant
information, and the internal system of mutual assistance and support
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facilitates access to resources for commission of crimes and for mitigat-
ing risks of arrest and incarceration. Finally, outlaw motorcycle clubs fit
the mold in that they express a normative consensus in the absence of
applicable and binding social norms that regulate deviant and criminal
behavior, thereby increasing predictability and reducing uncertainty in
interactions among criminals (von Lampe 2016b).

Associational criminal structures vary on some dimensions, including
their degree of illegality, their visibility, and their formalization and or-
ganizational complexity. In all of these respects, outlaw motorcycle clubs
are at one end of the continuum. Importantly, the clubs have noncrim-
inal origins and, unless they have been banned by the authorities, typi-
cally are registered legal associations. In this respect they resemble Chi-
nese triads and the Ringvereine, which started out as mutual aid societies
of migrant workers in China and of ex-convicts in Germany, respec-
tively, and sometimes retained this status while engaging in criminal ac-
tivities (Chu 2000; Hartmann and von Lampe 2008).

Another variation exists with respect to visibility. Most associational
criminal structures are secretive; affiliationmay become apparent only af-
ter close observation (Hobbs 1989). Some, however, are easily recogniz-
able through tattoos, such as the post-Soviet fraternity of the thieves-
in-law (Cheloukhine and Haberfeld 2011); pins, such as with the Ring-
vereine; or clothing, as with some street gangs (Decker, Katz, andWebb
2008). All in this respect resemble outlaw biker clubs.

2. Clubs within Clubs. In the bad apple scenario, some members are
involved in a particular criminal activity, but most are not. This is a fairly
strong indication that a distinction should be made between what mem-
bers do as individuals and what clubs do as clubs. In the club within a
club scenario, things are far less obvious. From a distance it may appear
that the club is organizing and carrying out crimes. On closer inspection,
the criminal operation is parallel to but separate from the club.

Classification of outlaw motorcycle clubs as criminal organizations is
often a matter of degree, hinging on the proportion of members in-
volved in criminal activity (Wolf 1991). From this perspective, the club
within a club scenario might seem to involve hair splitting. However, if
outlaw motorcycle clubs are to be the units of analysis, the focus should
be on a particular club as an “extra-individual entity” (Ahrne 1990,
p. 37), defined by structures, procedures, and resources, and capable
of agency. Whether crimes involving members can meaningfully be at-
tributed to the club depends on the roles these structures, procedures,
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and resources play. The entire membership, including the leadership,
could commit crimes collectively without qualifying as a case of a club
as a criminal organization so long as the crimes occur outside of the func-
tioning of the club as such.

Lack of pertinent research makes it difficult to offer concrete examples
of the club within a club scenario. Law enforcement, journalists, and
autobiographical accounts typically lack the level of detail necessary to de-
termine into which of our three scenarios a given case falls. Hells Angels
involvement in the illegal drug trade in Quebec in the late 1990s may ex-
emplify the club within a club scenario. Extensive investigations over sev-
eral years implicated dozens of Hells Angels members, especially in its
elite Nomad chapter, together with members of a support club and nu-
merous nonmembers. The Nomads and the support club were alleged
to exist solely to commit crimes for profit (Morselli 2009). Network anal-
ysis of surveillance data revealed, however, that the structure of the drug
trafficking network only partly mirrored the formal structure of the Hells
Angels. The 12members of theNomad chapter were not themost central
players in the overall scheme, and some lower ranking participants (in-
cludingNomad prospects and support club members) held more influen-
tial positions in the trafficking network than did most of the Nomads
(Morselli 2009, 2010).

The Pagans motorcycle club (PMC) of the 1970s and 1980s offers an-
other possible example. At the time PMC had its strongest presence in
Pennsylvania. Investigations showed that Pagans members and associates,
including senior members, were involved in drug trafficking, mostly of
methamphetamine and phencyclidine (PCP). In 1984, 22 PMCmembers
and associates, including the president, vice president, sergeant-at-arms,
and eight other members of the mother club were indicted for various
drug-related offenses. The indictments alleged that the defendants used
“the structure and organization of the PMC to organize, facilitate and
control the manufacture and distribution of controlled substances both
within the PMCand outside of it” (United States Attorney for theEastern
District of Pennsylvania 1984, p. 21819). This appears to be an example of
an outlaw motorcycle club functioning as a criminal organization, but a
more in-depth analysis by the Pennsylvania Crime Commission (1991)
suggests that it better fits the club within the club scenario.

The Pennsylvania Crime Commission described the typical pattern as
involving an outside supplier who provides drugs to a member of the
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mother club who in turn provides the drugs to chapter presidents in the
relevant geographical areas. The local club presidents divide the drugs
among their members for further distribution through their respec-
tive associates. According to the Pennsylvania Crime Commission, the
mother club’s members are not collectively and directly involved in sell-
ing drugs. Instead, they grant permission to networks within the club
to distribute drugs and, in turn, profit through tribute or kickbacks by
which mother club members receive a percentage of the profits. The
commission stresses that the “formal structure of the outlaw club . . . is
not necessarily the same as its economic structure, which tends to be
fairly decentralized. Income-gathering activities frequently involve small,
operationally independent units—small work groups or partnerships among
members which may also include nonmember associates” (Pennsylvania
Crime Commission 1991, p. 194).

The club within the club scenario could be quite common. There have
been many failed attempts by law enforcement authorities to establish
that a particular club, or chapter, qualifies as a criminal enterprise under
RICO laws in the United States (Quinn 2001, pp. 386–87; Lauchs, Bain,
and Bell 2015, pp. 71, 79). There is also reason to believe that clubs, for
purposes of self-preservation, make conscious efforts to separate the for-
mal club structure from criminal conduct (Quinn 2001). For example, in
a Hells Angels meeting that was secretly taped by an FBI informant,
Ralph “Sonny” Barger declared, “We got to get one thing straight with
everybody: what goes on in this room is one hundred percent legal. We
don’t talk about illegal things here. Because if you’re doing anything il-
legal, I don’t want to know about it ‘cause it’s not club business” (Lavigne
1997, pp. 197–98).

From a theoretical perspective, outlaw motorcycle clubs may be ill-
suited to operate as criminal businesses given their formalized structure
and public exposure. It is often said in the organized crime literature
that criminal organizations tend to “have relatively simple structures”
(Southerland and Potter 1993, p. 254) and that illegal businesses tend to
be “localized, fragmented, ephemeral, and undiversified” (Reuter 1983,
p. 131). The underlying rationale is that illegality imposes constraints
on organizational sophistication, growth, and visibility, at least when laws
are strictly enforced (Paoli,Greenfield, andReuter 2009, pp. 204–6). From
this angle, conducting illegal businesses through an outlaw motorcycle
club is counterintuitive. Arthur Veno (2009, p. 173) observed, “If you’re
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going to commit serious crime you don’t brand yourself outlaws, wear the
most provocative clothes you can muster, and break every society norm
(and most road rules) you can.”

3. Clubs as Criminal Organizations. The likely frequency of the club
within the club phenomenon does not rule out the possibility that out-
law motorcycle clubs at times function as criminal organizations. Factors
specific to particular clubs might offset some of the constraints of ille-
gality. Even if outlaw motorcycle clubs are ill-suited to functioning as
criminal organizations for profit-making crime, they may be involved
in other types of crime.

The club as criminal organization view of outlaw motorcycle clubs
appears to be widely shared among law enforcement officials and jour-
nalists. The academic literature is much more cautious. Some authors,
however, argue that some outlaw biker clubs, or chapters of some clubs,
fall into this category (see, e.g., Wolf 1991; Barker 2015). Remarkably,
the standards that arguably make this classification appropriate have re-
ceived scant attention. The reasons for classifying an outlaw motorcycle
club as a criminal organization usually remain implicit.

Barker emphasizes the degree to which the membership is involved in
criminal activities.He highlights two dimensions: “the extent of themem-
bers’ involvement in organized crime” and “whether the club’s officers
and leaders are involved in the planning and execution of these criminal
activities” (Barker 2015, p. 73). Under these circumstances, Barker sug-
gests, the criminally oriented leadership and majority of members can
take advantage of the traditional outlaw biker club structure and proce-
dures to recruit trusted accomplices and insulate senior members from
prosecution (Barker 2015, p. 102; Australian CrimeCommission, citation
in Lauchs, Bain, and Bell 2015, p. 71).

Lauchs and colleagues hint at two different constellations: a biker club
or chapter directing crime “through the mechanisms of . . . a hierarchy,”
which could mean that the formal club structure doubles as a business or
that illegal business activity is delegated to individual members or third
parties, and “through loose networks of members working with their
associates,” which suggests that the club or chapter as an organizational
entity has no direct involvement and merely provides social or cultural
context for the conduct of individual members (Lauchs, Bain, and Bell
2015, p. 26). In a further elaboration of the first notion, Lauchs (2019a,
p. 292) specifies that a club could be considered a criminal organization
when senior members use “their authority within the club to direct
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criminal activity by other members and associates,” which signals that
“the club has serious criminal activity as its goal.”

Other criteria could be considered. One might ask whether club
resources are used, whether the risk of loss is borne by the club or by
individual members, or whether in members’ understanding criminal ac-
tivities are legitimated by and an expression of “what the club stands
for.” A litmus test would be to ask by what logic orders are given and
followed, and what happens if orders are not followed or if members
act in ways detrimental to successful completion of a criminal project.
Will they be reprimanded for violating the club’s norms and values or
for violating contractual obligations?

By default, the analysis centers on the formal authority structure of
the club that combines elements of participatory and representative de-
mocracy. Some decisions are made by the membership as a whole, some
by the elected leadership that may be half of a chapter’s members, and
some by individual elected office holders who have power to direct
and discipline members within certain limits and within defined areas
of responsibility (Wolf 1991).

As Letizia Paoli (2003, p. 44) has observed of the Sicilian mafia, outlaw
motorcycle clubs may experience a shift “toward a patrimonial form of
domination” in which leaders surround themselves with loyal followers
who provide a permanent basis of power. Assertion of power might be
somewhat limited by tradition, but formal mechanisms of legitimization
and control would be devalued. Outlawmotorcycle clubs have experienced
violent internal power struggles (Edwards 2012) and subtler schemes to
control chapters, such as by buying votes (Veno 2009). In these cases,
attention has to be paid not to formal structures but to how the club’s
decision-making mechanisms relate to criminal activities of members.

When these standards are used, it is not easy to find undisputable ex-
amples of outlaw motorcycle clubs operating as criminal organizations.
Limited empirical research and lack of sufficiently detailed journalistic
and law enforcement accounts make the search for illustrative cases dif-
ficult. Drawing on Wolf’s (1991) ethnographic research, we have iden-
tified at least two incidents that seem to fit the club as criminal organi-
zation scenario. Both involve symbolic crimes. The Edmonton chapter
of the Rebels engaged in a violent confrontation with a unit of para-
troopers stationed nearby who frequented a bar the Rebels had adopted
as their club bar. Plans of action were drawn up initially by the members
present at the bar and subsequently at a formal club meeting.
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Wolf (1991) details a comparable event arising from a rivalry between
outlaw motorcycle clubs in which a Rebels chapter acted as an organiza-
tional unit in committing violent crimes. An out-of-town outlaw motor-
cycle club established an Edmonton chapter. This prompted the officers
of the Rebels club to meet with the officers of an allied biker club and
devise a plan of action. The Rebels and their allies stormed a meeting of
the rival club, assaulted those present, and confiscated their club colors.
These were burned on the spot except for one jacket that was put on dis-
play in the Rebels clubhouse.

Another, peculiar, case of crime-for-profit that seems attributable to
an outlaw motorcycle club is described in the autobiography of a former
leading member of the Outlaws. To raise funds to cover mounting legal
bills, the club had butane lighters imprinted with the slogan “Support
Your Local Outlaws.”When it learned that lighters supplied by a Cana-
dian business could only be sold at a loss after paying import duties, the
Outlaws decided to smuggle the lighters into theUnited States (Spurgeon
2011). This case shows an outlaw motorcycle club willing to commit
crimes for profit, of course, but it does not reallyfit the image of a business
structure geared toward the provision of illegal goods and services.

A more classic case of crime for profit involves a triple murder, which
received massive media attention, of members of the Dutch Nomads
chapter of the Hells Angels. The story was reconstructed from wiretap
information and witness testimonies (Schutten, Vugts, and Middelburg
2004; Van den Heuvel and Huisjes 2009). This case illustrates a complex
situational interplay among the different scenarios. The president of the
Dutch Hells Angels Nomads chapter and a local drug dealer apparently
arranged a shipment of nearly 300 kilograms of cocaine from the Dutch
Antilles to the Netherlands. The cocaine was provided by a Colombian
cartel. Allegedly, the president and two fellow Nomads stole the cocaine
with no intention of remunerating the Colombian cartel. This would fit
the club within a club scenario and involve an entrepreneurial crime that
evolved from market-based to predatory.

According to law enforcement, the 14 remaining Nomads, fearing in-
discriminate retaliation by the Colombian cartel, killed the president
and his collaborators in the Hells Angels clubhouse during a church
meeting and dumped their bodies in a nearby canal. Eighteen bullets from
three different guns were recovered from the three bodies. All three had
been shot through their right hands, suggesting punishment for the
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“drug burn.” In the legal aftermath, all 14Nomadsmembers present at the
church meeting refused to testify. All were initially convicted of man-
slaughter by the district court but were later acquitted by the court of
appeals. The court did not doubt the prosecutor’s narrative of events but
concluded that it could not be proven who had fired the fatal shots.
Accepting the prosecutor’s account, the president and his henchmen fell
victim to internal discipline carried out in accordance with club rules
(Schutten, Vugts, and Middelburg 2004; Van den Heuvel and Huisjes
2009). Theft of the drugs exposed fellow members to the vengeance of a
conned business partner. That had ramifications at the club level and
resulted in club action to protect its interests.

Yet another link between crimes for profit and outlaw motorcycle
gangs was found in an analysis of 183 interviews with “relatively success-
ful adult offenders” conducted by undergraduate students of the Univer-
sity of Montreal between 1996 and 2007 (Tremblay, Bouchard, and Petit
2009, p. 28). Tremblay, Bouchard, and Petit (2009) provide evidence that
the Hells Angels dominated the drug trade in Quebec. They estimate that
nearly 50 percent of the cocaine dealing jobs and 25 percent of the work-
force in the cannabis cultivation industry in the province were under the
influence of the Hells Angels; these drug market participants directly or
indirectly depended on the Hells Angels to sell or obtain drug supplies.
According to Tremblay and colleagues, the Hells Angels functioned “as a
chamber of commerce” with “about 100 affiliated or ‘franchised’ entrepre-
neurs who share the same trademark, logo or banner” and who “are them-
selves relatively autonomous entrepreneurs seeking partners to conduct
business” (Tremblay, Bouchard, and Petit 2009, pp. 34–35).

The empirical biker literature, however, lacks studies of entrepre-
neurial biker gangs that resemble the corporate street gang described
by Venkatesh and Levitt (2000). Local sets of a Chicago-based gang or-
ganized drug dealing with a staff of paid members who received fixed sal-
aries. The local sets operated under the supervision of a central leader-
ship board, which controlled procurement of drugs from sanctioned
suppliers and regularly collected a franchise payment of a percentage
of illicit profits. Recruitment and promotion were based on economic
performance, and failure to meet economic goals was treated as a group
transgression. Venkatesh and Levitt characterize this business model as
the outcome of a process by which the gang lost its original character
and its ideology of a social-support network rooted in ritual kinship.
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Their interpretation of the underlying dynamics of gang evolution re-
sembles a narrative of outlaw bikers whose interests shift from motor-
cycles to illicit profit making that has been a common thread since the
1970s in debates about outlaw motorcycle gangs (see Nossen 1975).
D. Intersecting the Biker Crime Typology with the Three Scenarios
We approach the subject of biker clubs functioning as criminal orga-

nizations broadly, rather than focus on the narrow question of whether
outlaw motorcycle clubs function as illegal businesses in markets for il-
legal goods and services. In this section, we discuss the roles of clubs and
chapters in lifestyle, symbolic, and entrepreneurial crimes and examine
the roles outlaw motorcycle clubs play in governance of illegal markets
and criminal milieus. This differentiated approach appears warranted
because different types of crimes may have different meanings and im-
plications for the clubs and place different demands on the clubs’ struc-
ture and resources.

Lifestyle crimes include, for example, receiving stolen goods for club
purposes such as holding parties or outfitting the clubhouse. These types
of crimes are directly related to the outlaw biker subculture and to the
club’s core social and cultural functions. Club participation in these ac-
tivities, as clubs, evokes the broader pattern of kinds of deviant and crim-
inal behavior among members that fit the bad apple or club within a club
scenarios.

Symbolic crimes carried out by outlaw motorcycle clubs are typically
discussed in relation to interclub conflicts within the outlaw biker sub-
culture (e.g., Morselli, Tanguay, and Labalette 2008; Klement 2019).
However, there can also be instances when clubs seek to enhance their
status and reputation in the wider saloon society. This is exemplified by
the anecdote reported about actions of the Edmonton Rebels against a
paratroopers unit for control of their club bar. A view commonly ex-
pressed in the academic literature is that violent confrontations between
clubs are inherent in the outlaw biker subculture and are not necessarily
related to competition in, or control over, illegal markets (Wolf 1991;
Veno 2009; Quinn and Forsyth 2011; Grundvall 2018).

Wolf (1991) argues that interclub rivalries can be explained by four
drivers that are all tied to territoriality. The first is personal pride that
patch holders feel about belonging to the dominant club in an area.
The second is group power.Wolf proposes that the club with the greatest
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territorial status will attract the best recruits and be better positioned in
interactions with clubs in other territories. The third is the desire to re-
duce uncertainty in relations between the biker subculture and the host
society. By controlling the number of outlaw biker clubs and the behavior
of outlaw bikers in its territory, a dominant club can reduce risks of con-
flict and police harassment.Wolf observes that ordinary citizens tend not
to differentiate between biker clubs so that actions of one club affect all
outlaw bikers in the area. The fourth driver, securing profits from drug
dealing, prostitution, and extortion, is central in journalistic and law en-
forcement interpretations of biker violence but according to Wolf and
other scholars characterizes only some clubs.

On Wolf ’s argument, symbolic crimes, especially against rival clubs,
are in outlaw motorcycle clubs’ perceived self-interest. That these crimes
happen should be no surprise. This does not rule out the possibility, how-
ever, that individual members and cliques within a club sometimes take
matters into their own hands.

We discuss links between entrepreneurial crimes and outlawmotorcy-
cle clubs in relation to the bad apple and club within a club scenarios.We
caution against hasty assumptions that clubs, or chapters, function as
profit-making illegal businesses given that constraints of illegality tend
to favor small, fragmented, and inconspicuous structures. A profit orien-
tation is not traditionally an element of the outlaw biker subculture.
A shift toward a business model would cause “ideological confusion”
(Venkatesh and Levitt 2000, p. 444) about the club’s purposes that would
likely be exacerbated by a shift in recruitment emphasis from “righteous
bikers” to entrepreneurs.

The regulatory functionTremblay, Bouchard, and Petit (2009) ascribe
to Hells Angels in the Quebec drug trade is a more likely scenario. By al-
lowing drug dealers to operate under their trademark, outlawmotorcycle
clubs extend the protective and intimidating effect of the power of the
patch to a wider circle of non–patch holders, thereby lowering their costs
of operation and increasing costs for nonaffiliated market participants
who lack alternative backing. To the extent that an outlaw motorcycle
club is the only provider of franchised protection, it resembles mafia
groups that siphon off a share of the profits generated in illegal or legal
markets under mafia control (Schelling 1971; Reuter 1983; Gambetta
1993). Some of the same considerations that make outlaw motorcycle
clubs ill-suited to function as illegal businesses may facilitate assumption
of a governance function within the underworld.
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Outlawmotorcycle clubs have a military potential based on their num-
bers, who include the members and associates of a given chapter but po-
tentially the entire outlaw motorcycle club. Established clubs tend to be
embedded in criminal milieus, which gives them capability to collect in-
telligence on those who might defy and challenge their power. Their hi-
erarchical structure facilitates processing of intelligence and coordinated
responses to challenges. Importantly, they possess a characteristic most
underworld competitors lack: recognizability. Groups that seek to pro-
vide protection need to advertise their existence and their services and
to build andmaintain a reputation for effective use of violence (Gambetta
1993). Outlaw motorcycle clubs are visible and distinguishable, which
provides a clearer reference point for reputation than clandestine criminal
groups can easily achieve. They can easily detect imposters and take dras-
tic measures against unauthorized nonmembers who display club sym-
bols (see, e.g., Christie 2016). In addition, they have established rules
and standards for recruitment of new members and leadership succes-
sion, which facilitates maintenance of a collective identity and reputation
despite fluctuations in membership and generational change (Gambetta
2009).

There is, however, reason to believe that outlaw motorcycle groups’
capacity to gain underworld control is limited. To establish dominance,
they may have to engage in violent confrontations with less conspicuous
groups. Their high visibility and the fixed locations of their clubhouses
put them in a distinct disadvantage; they offer much easier targets for at-
tack than do their nonbiker opponents.

A number of propositions have been offered about the extent and na-
ture of links between outlaw biker clubs and organized crime. The main
emphasis is on crime for profit. It is frequently said that such connections
need not exist for all outlaw biker clubs. Some clubs, and some chapters,
may not be at all involved in serious crime. Even within a club or a chapter
that is notorious for serious criminal involvement, some members may
not participate (Wolf 1991; Quinn and Koch 2003; Barker 2015).

One common theme in the academic debate is that outlaw bikers fall
into two groups: criminally oriented “entrepreneurs” and “purists” who
pursue a deviant lifestyle centered on motorcycling (Quinn and Forsyth
2011, p. 217). Quinn and Koch (2003, p. 283) describe a “continuum of
behavioral orientations” and caution that “each club, chapter, and situ-
ation is unique and dynamic and requires specific examination.”
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There is no scholarly consensus about the dynamics of relationships
between various orientations. One view is that there are shifts back and
forth and the criminal orientation tends to become dominant in times
of intense interclub rivalries when illegal profits are needed to cover the
costs of gang warfare (Quinn 2001; Barker and Human 2009). Another
view is that there is a general trend toward increasing criminal involve-
ment. Veno (2009) suggests that police repression has had a negative se-
lection effect and motivated law-abiding members to quit, thus empow-
ering members with a criminal orientation to shape clubs’ and chapters’
character.

Piano (2017, 2018), drawing on the economic theory of clubs, inter-
prets organizational changes since the 1970s as indicators of a general
transformation of outlaw motorcycle clubs into criminal enterprises.
The formation of overarching hierarchical structures, he argues, typically
with a mother chapter at the top, has occurred in response to increasing
involvement of bikers in the underground economy. At the same time,
traditional means of producing group cohesion and loyalty—namely, sac-
rifice and stigma—may have lost out to economic incentives.

From another perspective, purists and entrepreneurs depend on each
other: purists rely on funds generated by entrepreneurs, who in turn de-
pend on “purists” to maintain the cohesion and reputation of the tradi-
tional outlaw biker fraternity (Quinn and Forsyth 2011, p. 217; see also
Lauchs, Bain, and Bell 2015).
IV. Conclusion
Figure 3 depicted the conventional wisdom about the relative position of
outlaw motorcycle clubs, street gangs, and organized crime groups in a
two-dimensional space defined by the level of organizational structure
and the aims of group members’ crimes. Outlaw motorcycle clubs may
be more structured as organizational entities than are street gangs or or-
ganized crime groups, but this does notmean that the organization of club
members’ criminal behavior follows the hierarchical logic of the club it-
self. Links between outlaw motorcycle clubs and crime can be manifold,
varyingwith the degree to which criminal activities and structures overlap
with club activities and structures and with the degree of involvement in
lifestyle, symbolic, and entrepreneurial crimes. Only under the club as a
criminal organization scenario do criminal activities and organizational
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structure overlap completely. The other scenarios make less use of the
organizational structure of the club. Criminal activities under the bad ap-
ple scenario fall furthest to the diffused end of the spectrum, as figure 5
shows.

At present, we have no basis for gauging the relative empirical impor-
tance of the various constellations. This would require in-depth analyses
of a large number of well-documented cases involving a representative
sample of outlaw motorcycle clubs. We conclude, however, contrary to
conventional media and law enforcement agency portrayals, that motor-
cycle clubs functioning as illegal businesses in the pursuit of illicit profits
is an unlikely scenario. The assumption that biker clubs or chapters op-
erate as criminal organizations is most plausible when criminal activities
are closely related to the self-perception and the nature of outlaw motor-
cycle clubs. This is the case with lifestyle and symbolic crimes, particu-
larly in violent conflicts between biker clubs. Outlaw motorcycle clubs
are, however, comparatively well-situated to acquire positions of power
in the underworld—for example, in establishing protection systems for
illegal drug market entrepreneurs.

Even when outlaw motorcycle clubs as such do not commit crimes,
they can contribute to the commission of crimes because of their recruit-
ment of criminally inclined individuals, their deviant subcultures includ-
ing a code of silence, and the intimidating and protective effects of the
power of the patch. In this respect, they havemore in commonwithmafia
associations than Hollywood appeal. Like mafias, they provide their
FIG. 5.—Spectrum of organizational structure
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members a ritualized sense of brotherhood and protection in the absence
of legal recourse. Unlike mafias, however, outlaw motorcycle clubs in
most countries seem to lack extensive upperworld alliances; this limits
their criminal potential outside the nightlife economy. Outlaw motorcy-
cle clubs’ territorial control, when it exists, tends to be limited to the biker
subculture and inmost countries does not encompass the underworld as a
whole or legitimate economic sectors. Despite some mafia-like charac-
teristics, outlaw motorcycle clubs should not routinely be categorized
as criminal organizations. Careful case-by-case analyses are needed of
the different roles they potentially play in the criminal activities of their
members.

Our conclusions have policy and research implications. We endorse
Quinn and Koch’s (2003) observation that each biker club and each sit-
uation needs to be examined separately. Assessments require a differen-
tiated approach that accounts for differences in the prevalence and nature
of the crimes committed by bikers, and clubs’ and chapters’ different
roles in relation to these crimes. There is, for example, no clear link be-
tween the level of criminal involvement of individual bikers and the de-
gree to which a particular club or chapter can meaningfully be character-
ized as a criminal organization. Ignoring this can easily lead to excessive
or misdirected measures. At the same time, the claim that biker crime is
just a matter of bad apples neither withstands empirical scrutiny nor
acknowledges that outlaw biker clubs by their very nature can support
and shape criminal conduct—for example, through the power of the
patch. Policies such as restrictions on public display of club symbols thus
can potentially be appropriate crime-reducing measures (Bjørgo 2019),
even involving clubs that have no links to crime except through bad
apples.

Our most important conclusion is the need for further research. We
need better understanding of the inner workings of outlaw biker clubs,
of mechanisms and dynamics in the development of individual clubs and
chapters, and of the overall outlaw biker subculture. Comparatively little
is known about the world of outlaw bikers. The best evidence so far
comes from ethnographic research and quantitative analyses of law en-
forcement data. Both approaches face structural obstacles. Ethnogra-
phers must deal with a difficult-to-reach population and with research
funding that often imposes strict timetables that are fundamentally at
odds with the imperatives and uncertainties of field research. Analysis
of law enforcement data depends on the willingness of state agencies to
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allow access to data. Not surprisingly, quantitative studies typically come
from countries that are prominent in organized crime research because
their law enforcement communities are generally more research friendly.
There is a need for case studies of criminally involved biker clubs, based
on interviews with bikers and comprehensive analyses of police intelli-
gence, that can better illuminate the inner workings of outlawmotorcycle
gangs in relation to their members’ crimes.
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Mike Levi and Melvin Soudijn

Understanding the
Laundering of Organized
Crime Money
A B S T R A CT

Four conditions influence the complexity of organized crime money laun-
dering. First are diverse types of crime and forms in which proceeds are
generated, including the type of payment, the visibility of crimes to victims
or authorities, and the lapse before financial investigation occurs (if it does).
Second, the amount of individual net profits causes differences between
criminals who have no use for laundering, who self-launder, and who
need assistance from third parties. Third are the offender’s goals and
preferences in spending and investing crime proceeds. Investments are
often close to home or country; some opt to wield power, but much is freely
spent on a hedonistic lifestyle. Fourth, expected and actual levels of scrutiny
and intervention of the anti–money laundering regime influence saving
and reinvestment decisions and some arrests and confiscations, but there is no
clear cause-and-effect relationship. The four conditions can intertwine in
numerous ways. When conditions necessitate or stimulate more complex
laundering schemes, this is reflected not only in techniques but also in social
networks that emerge or are preconditions. Complex cases often depend
on the assistance of professionals, outsiders to the criminal’s usual circle, who
are hired to solve particular financial and jurisdictional bottlenecks.

Money laundering can be carried out in many ways, ranging from simple
to complex, with numerous variations in laundering costs, and includes a
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wide range of participants, from elite professionals to homeless addicts
acting as “front people” for business and property holdings (Reuter and
Kleiman 1986; Levi and Reuter 2006; Caulkins and Reuter 2010). To
make sense of this diversity, money laundering is commonly explained
as a way of hiding the proceeds of crime so that the authorities cannot
take it back, and so that offenders can use it to enjoy a more affluent life-
style and legitimize themselves and their assets.

Hiding money from the authorities is not something new or recent.
From the US Prohibition era to the 1960s, long before the criminaliza-
tion of money laundering, Al Capone andMeyer Lansky (and doubtless,
others) tried to hide their crime proceeds and distanced their public assets
and wealth from the behaviors that gave rise to them in order to reduce
their tax payments and criminal vulnerabilities. Especially since the 1980s,
when “following themoney” and restricting criminals’ access to the fruits
of their crimes became significant elements of international policy aimed
at transnational organized crime, hiding the proceeds of crime evolved
into a continuous cat-and-mouse game with the authorities. It is there-
fore fair to assume that the more controls over the origins of money that
are erected, the greater the need for concealment from licit society. But
then again, not every criminal goes to the same lengths to set up trusts
and offshore companies to obscure the background of their wealth. So
what drives this difference?

One obvious explanation is the volume of profits from crime relative to
laundering costs. Setting up trusts and using offshore companies require
registration and consultancy fees. A professional advisor is often needed
as well. Expenditures can quickly rise to thousands of euros or dollars that
eat into the criminal profit. If the criminal profit was small to begin with,
efforts at concealment become pointless and cost-inefficient. However, it
would be wrong to imagine that, at a certain financial profit point, every
criminal of note reaches out to international law firms for offshore financial
services, such as the morally and now economically bankrupt Panamanian-
based law firmMossack Fonseca&Co.1 That simply has not been proven
in any literature on money laundering. Likewise, many differences crop
1 For more background information on the type of dubious services and clients Mossack
Fonseca & Co. provided, see https://www.icij.org/investigations/panama-papers.

Police of the Netherlands, and a research fellow of the Netherlands Institute for the Study
of Crime and Law Enforcement. We are grateful to Peter Reuter, Michael Tonry, and
anonymous referees for their comments.
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up when comparing criminals involved in organized crime, who suppos-
edly make more money than ordinary street criminals. Most spend large
amounts of cash on a hedonistic lifestyle, use a basic loan-back construc-
tion in which crimemoney is supposedly “lent” by a close relative, or start
a fictitious turnover scheme in which illegal profits are commingled with
the turnover of a legitimate business. Only a few take the Panamanian
route, so to speak, and set up complex money laundering schemes.

This leaves us with a puzzle. We know that organized crime activities
are for a large part carried out with the goal of making a financial profit.
These illicit proceeds in turn intertwine with the structures and everyday
life of licit society: spending for leisure activities, buying or investing in
real estate, setting up businesses, and corrupting the authorities. But what
are the conditions that influence the level of complexity of money laun-
dering, and to a lesser extent its patterns, in relation to organized crime?

The answer to this question is the topic of this essay. In Section I, we go
deeper into the concept of money laundering, which we explore using
two different approaches, an economic and a legal one. Both have pros
and cons.

In Section II, we construct a conceptual framework of factors that
affect the need for, and use of, money laundering schemes by criminals
involved in organized crime. Each factor is illustrated with several exam-
ples. Our analytical framework finds its roots in crime scripting and sit-
uational crime prevention; that is to say, we view certain conditions as
having known effects on the incidence and forms of money laundering.
In Section III, we move from technical complexity to social complexity
by including the need for outside help provided by professional money
launderers. We conclude with a general discussion that raises as yet un-
answered questions about the effects of measures on both laundering and
crimes committed by the loosely denotated and still controversial con-
cept “organized crime.”One final preliminary observation: some readers
will notice that most of the literature and examples that we use come from
the Global North, especially Europe. This is because European research
on money laundering, compared with other parts of the world, has been
able to make systematic use of court files or to gain access to police in-
vestigations in regard to organized crime. This makes for a detailed real-
ity that is absent from money laundering research that solely focuses on
legal aspects, international frameworks, or normative policy recommen-
dations using evidence bases whose analytical or empirical weaknesses
are seldom acknowledged.
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I. Background
The literature on money laundering generally can be divided into two
different types of approach, an economic approach and a legal one. Each
has strengths and weaknesses.

In the economic approach, the focus lies on how the criminal money
ends up in the legal economy. This is usually explained by use of a three-
stage model that has been promoted by US agencies since the 1980s and
subsequently integrated into international agencies’ and anti–money laun-
dering (AML) training cultures: placement, layering, and integration (e.g.,
Schott 2003; Dean, Fahsing, and Gottschalk 2010).

Placement is the introduction of criminal proceeds into the financial
system. This can be done, for example, by depositing cash or transferring
money via money remittance bureau to foreign or domestic bank ac-
counts, thus transforming cash into banked assets. Layering is creating
a distance between the unlawful origins of the money in order to give
it the appearance of legitimacy, for example, by using loan backs (“bor-
rowing” your own money against the security of funds already deposited
in a foreign personal or business account), fictitious turnover schemes
(commingling illegal profits with the turnover of a legitimate business),
front companies, shell corporations, and other financial constructions.
This leads to the final phase, integration, in which the disguised criminal
proceeds are spent or invested in the legal economy at home or abroad.
Note that for some international offenders, there can be a split national
affiliation between countries of residence and of origin, so whether in-
vestment of proceeds is at “home or abroad” is not always self-evident.

Others have added to this model by including a preliminary stage that
precedes placement. This could happen, for instance, when cash is phys-
ically smuggled abroad, or exchanged for other currencies before it is de-
posited into the financial system.

Although the three-phase model is widely used, it can be criticized for
several shortcomings. We point out five types of “flaws” that sometimes
make the model less of a proper fit to reality.

First, not all three phases need to come into play.When financial fraud,
for instance, results in the fraudulent transfer of legitimate money into
the criminal’s (often nominee or fake identity) accounts, the proceeds
of crime are already in the financial system. They therefore do not need
to be “placed.” Placement and layering can also be skipped when cash is
used to purchase assets directly, though if they are purchased in a third-
party name, this might be viewed as layering.
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Second, the model suggests there is a sequential “law” in which crim-
inal money always ends up integrated in the legal system. In reality, how-
ever, criminal money does not always need to be laundered and integrated
(Soudijn 2016). Though organized crime may be primarily about gener-
ating money, it seems to be taken for granted that many organized crim-
inals are not also in business to have a “good time,” but are all committed
to a Protestant-ethic aim of saving and of integration into respectability.
To put it differently, a chaotic lifestyle of leisure consumption that re-
volves around casinos, nightclubs, and brothels can be paid for in cash.
This is a form of integration, but it is not usually what policy makers
might have inmind, and it does not fit themodel of threatening the virtue
of the licit world of finance and economy.

Third, the origins of cash (or of cryptocurrencies) do not matter in the
criminal underworld in which illicit transactions abound. Especially in an
organized crime (or paramilitary) context in which many people have
regularly to be paid maintenance “wages,” the proceeds of crime can di-
rectly be used to pay off accomplices or to invest in new criminal ventures,
such as the financing of a new shipment of cocaine. Van Duyne (2002)
refers to an “aquarium economy,” an underground environment in which
fishy criminalmoney keeps circling around and never enters the legal sys-
tem. Besides, criminal cash sometimes gets taken out of both the illegal
and legal economy altogether. House searches of organized criminals oc-
casionally turn up hundreds of thousands or even millions of dollars or
euros that are apparently stashed away for a rainy day behind false walls,
hidden floorboards, or in the attic or under the bed. We do not know to
what extent hoarding is an artefact of the need to avoid real or feared anti–
money laundering controls or whether such offenders would have kept
the money close even absent any such controls. For example, they might
be concerned about the need for a quick getaway with their crime pro-
ceeds, whether from the authorities or from rival criminals.

A fourth criticism of the three-phase model is that it was developed in
the early 1980s for the fight against drug smuggling and thereby over-
emphasizes the role of cash. At that time, principally all drug sales were
made in cash, not touching the financial system. However, other crimes
such as many fraud schemes, or the use of technological financial innova-
tions like cryptocurrencies, completely sidestep the use of cash, which in
any case is in decline as a proportion of transactions, especially in the
Global North (Riccardi and Levi 2018) but also in theGlobal South, with
the rise of electronic payments systems and mobile phone banking, such
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as the m-Pesa in East Africa.2 Use of cash is also avoided by trade-based
money laundering (TBML), the process of disguising and moving value
through the use of legitimate transactions in physical goods or in services,
often by electronic manipulation of value (FATF 2006, 2008; APG 2012).3

Fifth, themodel also runs the risk of “ingenuity fallacy”; the situation is
imagined to be more complex than it really is (Felson and Boba 2010).
This is observable when the model is explained with the use of complex
money laundering cases. Accompanying illustrations feature the offices
of banks or trust agencies, shares, yachts, or private jets based in luxuri-
ous offshore tax havens. This gives the impression thatmoney laundering
is a very complicated matter, routinely carried out by professionals from
the financial service industry and therefore best handled by investigators
with a degree in accountancy. In reality, most money laundering investi-
gations carried out by tax authorities or police investigators are quite
straightforward and do not necessarily involve financial specialists. We
are not arguing that these complex cases are fictitious; our concern is that
they distort the perception of the phenomenonby ignoring the large num-
ber of simpler cases.

A final criticism of the three-phase model is that it fails to capture evo-
lution in the workings of AML practices. The US Presidential Commis-
sion on Organized Crime (1986) merely recommended pursuit of crim-
inal money “as a powerful lever” to attack its somewhat narrow vision of
organized crime, without going into any more detail; meanwhile, the
criminalization of money laundering has since resulted in a global system
of similar, functionally equivalent legislation and institutions not envis-
aged in the original analytical model, which was aimed at the domestic
US financial system.4 This is not a normative criticism, but the reshaping
2 See also https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R45716.pdf. Cryptocurrencies can be spent only
in outlets that will accept them, which at the time of writing is a quite limited range.
Cryptocurrencies are therefore often exchanged for fiat currencies or cash in a later stage
of the money laundering operation. The proportion of illicit market purchases that are
laundered in cryptocurrencies is unknown but, though rising, unlikely to be dominant
for some time.

3 Sometimes these trades are fictitious, which means that in principle their existence can
be falsified after financial and documentary investigation. Given scarce resources, such
investigations are unlikely to happen in practice unless they are an accompaniment to ma-
jor frauds.

4 Functional equivalence is an OECDAnti-Bribery Convention concept that focuses at-
tention on the work that rules do rather than on their form: so countries are not required
to criminalize corporate responsibility if civil or administrative mechanisms exert similar
control effects. Current AML laws are based on the 1988 UN Convention against the
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of the control process is an object of study in its own right, for criminol-
ogists and sociolegal and international relations scholars.

This leads us to the second approach to money laundering, the legal
one. International legal standards—whose importance and harmonizing
influence have been growing this century, due to the efforts of the Finan-
cial Action Task Force (FATF), created in 1989, and corollary develop-
ments in regions such as the EU—construct money laundering generally
as:5

1. The conversion or transfer of property, knowing that such property
is derived from criminal activity or from an act of participation in
such activity, for the purpose of concealing or disguising the illicit or-
igin of the property or of assisting any person who is involved in the
commission of such activity to evade the legal consequences of his
action.

2. The concealment or disguise of the true nature, source, location, dis-
position,movement, rights with respect to, or ownership of property,
knowing that such property is derived from criminal activity or from
an act of participation in such activity.

3. The acquisition, possession, or use of property, knowing, at the time
of receipt, that such property was derived from criminal activity or
from an act of participation in such activity.

In other words, depending on the particularities of the jurisdiction’s leg-
islation, a person is guilty of money laundering if he or she knowingly
receives, possesses, or uses money (or other properties) generated by any
criminal activity, or if he or she actually did suspect or even reasonably
could have suspected themoney’s criminal origins.6 Furthermore, persons
who participate in, associate to commit, attempt to commit, and aid, abet,
facilitate, and counsel onmoney launderingmatters can also be prosecuted.
Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychoactive Substances (the Vienna Convention);
the 2000 UN Convention on Transnational Organized Crime (the Palermo Convention);
FATF recommendations (2013, 2018); and five (and rising) EUDirectives commencing in
1991 (e.g., 91/308EC; 2001/97/EC).

5 Following S.3(1)(a) of the Vienna Convention and European Council Directive 91/
308/EEC of 10 June 1991 on prevention of the use of the financial system for the purpose
of money laundering.

6 Although some countries debate whether the proceeds of foreign tax evasion should
also fall under this provision, and others such as the UK have legislated to make it so, mak-
ing due diligence tasks for customers challenging for regulated persons and institutions.
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The offense of laundering does not rely on whether the actions effectively
legitimize the funds or were intended to do so.

Based on this broad legal outline of money laundering, a global system
for a risk-based approach became institutional practice (Halliday, Levi,
and Reuter 2014; Nance 2018). This resulted in ever more standardized
scrutiny according to compliance regulations, extensive Customer Due
Diligence andKnowYourCustomer procedures, alertness andEnhanced
Due Diligence for Politically Exposed Persons (public officials and their
families, both domestically and elsewhere in the world), and the filing of
Suspicious Activity Reports (SARs; in some jurisdictions called Suspi-
cious Transaction Reports [STRs], and in Australia, Suspicious Matter
Reports).

The enormous reachof the legal definition—stretching from the trans-
national ‘Ndrangheta to burglars putting proceeds of crime into their
bank account in their own name—makes it unhelpful as a coherent cat-
egory of activity. It is for this reason we opt to approach money launder-
ing from an economic perspective, that is, how does money derived from
organized crime activities interact with the legal economy? However, we
also put the three-phase model aside because of its many drawbacks. In-
stead, influenced by crime scripts and routine activities models, we keep
a careful eye for the conditions that influence the level of complexity and
patterns of money laundering, in relation to organized crime.
II. Conceptual Framework
We join the framers of the UnitedNations Convention against Transna-
tional Organized Crime 2000 and national legislators in sidestepping the
problem of defining organized crime with any serious clarity. For our
purposes, it is not relevant whether criminal funds are derived from South
American cartels smuggling drugs, mafia members extorting business
owners, white-collar criminals committing planned frauds or tax crimes,
or major corporations involved with grand corruption or environmental
crimes. All of these sources of crime proceeds can sometimes involve
committing “organized crime” offenses when they are carried out with
multiple persons over longer periods of time, though the latter crimes
are only sometimes undertaken by “organized crime” groups in the sense
of “full-time criminal bodies” as conventionally understood inmedia, po-
lice, and political parlance. Besides, the very considerable rise of fraud—
especially online fraud—as a mode of crime commission in contempo-
rary societies has muddied the classical distinction between organized
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and white-collar crime. Readers should fit the particulars of what they
deem organized crime cases into our framework, bearing in mind that
strong images of respectable business or professional firms can disarm
“suspiciousness” of transactions and erect conscious or unconscious bar-
riers to police and other investigations. Nevertheless, in practice, our
examples are taken from activities and personnel that we suspect most
people would regard as “organized crime.”7

It is a mistake to associate money laundering only with the criminal
law risks to offenders. Though purchasers of illegal commodities are
not victims in the same sense that blackmail and fraud victims are, victims
of “organized crime” and third parties with legal standing (including gov-
ernments and bodies such as the Stolen Asset Recovery Initiative [StAR]8)
may pursue civil litigation against suspected offenders without needing
to overcome mutual legal assistance difficulties (including prosecutorial
resistance in the home countries of kleptocrats), and with adjudication
based on criteria slightly lower than the criminal law burden of proof in
a criminal court. Taking into account civil litigation and regulatory risks
as well as prosecution, laundering needs only to be as sophisticated and
complex as the control process forces it to be. To allow for this diversity
in money laundering needs, we take as our point of departure a general
crime script and routine activities perspective.

Crime scripting is a research tool that is used for detailed, sequential
analyses of specific and precisely defined crime events or criminal activ-
ities. To develop a crime script, the crime itself is thoroughly decon-
structed and reduced to its individual components or scenes (Cornish
7 This is a nontrivial issue. In some countries, the links between politics, business, and
suppliers of criminal services are close, and ideas about criminals subverting polities re-
quire refinement. Current allegations about EU countries, whether early members such
as Italy, or more recent ones such as Bulgaria, Hungary, Malta, and Romania, illustrate
how controversial and empirically contested such constructions of “organized crime” as
“outsiders” can be, even in advanced economies with supposedly equivalent systems of
governance. For a “strong” perspective on these threats, see Shelley (2014, 2018). In a
study for the European Parliament, Levi (2013) calculates very different costs of organized
crime in Europe, depending on whether the construct is one of mafia-type groups only, or
of this plus the much looser networks that comply with the low threshold of EU and UN
criteria for organized crime. This essay does not require the resolution of this issue, but
denotation issues are difficult to escape.

8 StAR is a partnership between the World Bank Group and the United Nations Office
on Drugs and Crime that supports international efforts to end safe havens for corrupt
funds. The UK has much-heralded civil Unexplained Wealth Orders that permit alleged
proceeds of corruption abroad to be frozen and forfeited, but there were only four cases
(involving many accounts) from 2018 to the end of 2019. See https://fcpablog.com/2019
/11/20/uks-new-freeze-and-seize-powers-upheld-in-moldovan-money-laundering-case/.
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1994). Each individual component has its own characteristics, which in
turn can provide insights into how the crime comes together. Thus, an
illegal drugs manufacturer and trafficker has to be able to accomplish the
stages of obtaining precursor chemicals, making the drugs, finding mar-
kets, and transporting the goods. These insights are important because
crime scripting is intended for developing a hands-on approach to crime.
An accurate script makes it possible to develop interventions that dimin-
ish or prevent criminal opportunities or incentives (Felson 2004).

A preventative approach in which crime scripts are used has its history
in theories about routine activities “theory,” problem-oriented policing,
and situational crime prevention. The latter has established a systematic
body of work, which shows that crime prevention is achieved by keep-
ing motivated offenders away from suitable targets at specific times and
spaces or by increasing the presence of “capable guardians.” For a mental
road map, various types of crime interventions are arranged across a
five-pronged approach: increasing the effort, increasing the risks, reduc-
ing the rewards, reducing provocation, and removing excuses (Felson
andClarke 1998; Bullock, Clarke, andTilley 2010; Tilley and Sidebottom
2017).

A straightforward application to organized crime and money launder-
ing, however, turns out to be more complicated, especially in relation
to guardianship (Von Lampe 2011; Kleemans and Soudijn 2017). While
the presence of others who might stop the crime or report offenders has
strong discouraging effects on ordinary crimes, in a money laundering
context, guardians such as bankers, lawyers, and auditors may simply be
hurdles that must be overcome by sidestepping the particular individuals
or disarming potential suspicions. Some whom we would term “money
guardians” may be knowingly and willingly corrupt, some may be co-
erced into helping, and others may be innocent. However, even innocent
potential guardians in financial settings are not primarily on the lookout
for signs of misconduct, since their raison d’être and profit lie in serving
their clients. Except for customers coming in with large cash-filled bags
marked “swag,” or people known (during the account take-on process re-
quired by AML regulations) to have modest jobs and backgrounds sud-
denly transacting in anomalously large sums or volumes, it is often not
obvious whether requests for service are legitimate or criminal. In coun-
tries that include lawyers and accountants in money laundering report-
ing requirements, even if the professionals are suspicious, some may be
concerned primarily about whether they will be punished for breaching
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their duties rather thanwhether there is reasonable suspicion that a crime
has been committed by a current or potential client.

This is not to say that it is impossible to use crime scripts and situational
prevention techniques in relation to organized crimes. Even organized
crimes can and need to be reduced into smaller subsections. For instance,
human trafficking can contain subsections on recruitment, travel, hous-
ing, and accommodation of the victims. Likewise, a crime script of syn-
thetic drug trafficking could start early in the chain with the procurement
of essential precursors needed much later (Chiu, Leclerc, and Townsley
2011; Vijlbrief 2012).

This slight detour about crime scripts brings us back to ourmain point.
All crimes for economic gain that generate more profit than can be spent
or readily stored physically require a separate crime script on how the fi-
nancing and proceeds of crime are handled. After all, the leading, though
not the only, motive for carrying out organized crime activities is to make
a profit. How such laundering is carried out depends on local circum-
stances and changes from crime to crime, from criminal group to criminal
group, and from country to country.Writing the generic money launder-
ing crime script therefore is not empirically or theoretically defensible
(though see Gilmour [2014] for an attempt). Even so, there are several
conditions that affect the level of complexity of money laundering in re-
lation to organized crime in the broadest sense:

1. Type of crime, particularly whether primarily cash-generating or gen-
erating electronic funds;

2. Revenue shows differences between criminals who have no use for
money laundering, those who self-launder, and those who need help
with laundering;

3. Offender’s goals, such as individual needs and preferences in regard to
financial or other returns from criminal investments;

4. Anti–money laundering regime, such as expected and actual levels of
scrutiny and intervention.
A. Type of Crime
The first factor in our framework is in what type of crimes the orga-

nized crime group is involved. As explained below, different types of crime
have different financial aspects, including the type of payment, the need
to pay people extraterritorially, the visibility of the crimes to victims or to
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the authorities, and the elapsed time before financial investigation occurs
(if it ever does).

Whether criminal proceeds come in cash, electronic form (including
cryptocurrencies), or barter changes the approach route to the possible
money laundering process. When the proceeds are in cash, for example,
the average AML regime will impose some constraints on spending and
investment habits. In high-income, OECD (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation andDevelopment) economies, especially in expensive areas,
a house, for instance, nowadays is rarely bought with cash.9 Criminal cash
therefore needs to be converted to electronic form, after which it can be
transferred.10

Some types of crime generate benefits only in the form of cryptocur-
rencies. For instance, the trade on the dark web in restricted medicines,
drugs, stolen credit cards, or ransomware schemes are all paid for with
cryptocurrencies. This has its own advantages in regard to concealment,
but also has its own detours for conversion into the ownership of our hy-
pothetical house (Kruisbergen et al. 2019). Fraud offenses, by contrast,
normally generate proceeds of crime that are already in the financial sys-
tem and are thus more easily moved around to finance a purchase, for ex-
ample via a mortgage backed by offshore assets that are proceeds of crime,
to make the purchase look less suspicious.

Long-term nonfungible investments like houses may have to with-
stand serious investigation at some stage over lengthy periods if they
are not to risk confiscation. Rigged bids for public works are even better,
in that the contracts are paid by the government and thus generate a pa-
per trail that seems above suspicion: the nonperformance or inferior per-
formance of the contract is not routinely visible, especially if quality in-
spectors are paid off.
9 Although exceptions exist. For instance, in the US in 2015, 53 percent of all Miami-
Dade home (and 90 percent of new home) sales were made with cash—double the national
average (McPherson 2017). In Canada, large proportions of real estate (and luxury cars in
British Columbia and Ontario) were purchased for cash; see https://www.macleans.ca
/economy/realestateeconomy/b-c-s-money-laundering-crisis-goes-national/.

10 Although buying a house without any mortgage at all can by itself raise questions. The
average homeowner borrows money from a bank to finance the purchase of real estate, un-
less they can show or plausibly claim that they are buying from the proceeds of a previous
sale or an inheritance. European lawyers and notaries would normally ask for the source of
funds and be expected to check on what they are told, though all may not investigate with
equal diligence or forensic skill.
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Different types of crime have differences in their visibility to others as
crime. Some crimes, such as the trade in child online sexual exploitation,
are completely and clearly illegal from beginning to end though the con-
sumption and production of the images are concealed. Other crimes take
place in grey areas. VAT (value-added tax) fraud, for example, usually be-
comes a crime only after the fraudulent filing of incorrect tax returns, un-
less there is forensic evidence of planning before the attempt is completed.
Forcing women into prostitution is human trafficking, but when the sex
work takes place openly in legal brothels or red light districts, customers
andmunicipal auditors are not always aware, andmay not want to know or
care, that the labor is involuntary. Furthermore, when legal work is partly
supplemented by illegal labor, for example in high cash-flow businesses
such as bars and restaurants, it becomes easier to commingle legal and il-
legalmoney. As a result, it becomes less clearwhichpart of generated prof-
its is legal and which is criminal.

Another problem is that different jurisdictions hold different interpre-
tations about certain types of “crime.”11 Tax crimes (not tax avoidance)
constitute a good example. Declaring a false tax return results in a finan-
cial profit for the fraudster, namely the amount due not paid. Because tax
evasion is a criminal offense in many jurisdictions, an increasing number
of countries argue that any willfully unpaid taxes are the proceeds of crime
and thereby are equated to money laundering. The FATF formally sepa-
rately includes fraud and tax “crimes” on direct or indirect taxes in its list
of predicate crimes. When unpaid taxes are moved abroad, this can be-
come a problem for the prosecution when the receiving country does
not consider tax evasion a crime and therefore is unwilling to exchange
11 According to the FATF (https://www.fatf-gafi.org/glossary/d-i/ ), designated categories
of offensesmeans: participation in an organized criminal group and racketeering; terrorism,
including terrorist financing; trafficking in human beings and migrant smuggling; sexual
exploitation, including sexual exploitation of children; illicit trafficking in narcotic drugs
and psychotropic substances; illicit arms trafficking; illicit trafficking in stolen and other
goods; corruption and bribery; fraud; counterfeiting currency; counterfeiting and piracy
of products; environmental crime; murder, grievous bodily injury; kidnapping, illegal re-
straint and hostage-taking; robbery or theft; smuggling (including in relation to customs
and excise duties and taxes); tax crimes (related to direct taxes and indirect taxes); extortion;
forgery; piracy; and insider trading and market manipulation. When deciding on the range
of offenses to be covered as predicate offenses under each of the categories listed above,
each country may decide, in accordance with its domestic law, how it will define those
offenses and the nature of any particular elements of those offenses that make them serious
offenses.
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information that is needed to prosecute these offenders.12 However, par-
allel routine tax information exchange has become more common due to
political pressure on “secrecy havens.” It can also be difficult for bankers
and lawyers to form a suspicion as to whether deposited funds are the pro-
ceeds of foreign tax evasion: a predicate crime in the UK, for example, but
not everywhere.

Different types of crime also result in differences in the frequency with
which criminal proceeds are generated. Some crimes generate a contin-
uous flow of daily or monthly illicit proceeds, whereas others are one-
time events that follow no discernible pattern. Take for example the dif-
ference between forced prostitution and wholesale cocaine trafficking. A
Dutch investigation into human trafficking found that prostitutes were
forced to earn a daily minimum of at least 1,000 euros, six days a week.
Other organized crimes that continuously bring inmoney are loan shark-
ing and protection money. Conversely, a cocaine smuggler who orga-
nized the shipment of hundreds of kilos of cocaine needed weeks of prep-
aration to arrange fake cargo, shipping manifestos, and other paperwork.
When all was arranged, he had to wait another couple of weeks for the
transatlantic freighter to dock in the harbor, offload his cargo, and un-
pack it in a warehouse in order to sell the cocaine for a profit of 3,000–
5,000 euros a kilo.

The difference between receiving numerous small sums regularly, and
tens or even hundreds of thousands of euros intermittently and irregularly,
leads to differentmoney laundering dynamics. Small amounts of cash can
be commingled with, say, the daily turnover of a bar. But to launder a sin-
gle large sum of money needs better planning in order not to raise suspi-
cion. Of course, the money can also be commingled with the turnover of
a bar or tattoo or beauty parlor, but it would need discipline and much
more planning, and one bar or restaurant might not be enough to plau-
sibly account for the turnover level if investigated by law enforcement.

In some countries, drug trafficking generates vast volumes of cash that
need to be laundered. According to FinCEN (2005), over $120 million
12 Switzerland considered the fraudulent filing of accounts in Switzerland as a crime, but
not the “evasion” of taxes without active falsification: since 2016, “serious tax crimes” in
both direct and indirect taxation have become predicate offenses for money laundering.
Switzerland defines tax fraud leading to tax evasion of more than CHF300,000 in a year
as a serious tax crime. Assisting foreign tax evasion remains legal unless it involves forging
documents and similar complicities.



Understanding the Laundering of Organized Crime Money 593
from illicit drug sales in the US were smuggled in bulk into Mexico over
3 years for the Arellano-Felix “gang,” which were then brought back into
the US by declaring the currency in the name of the currency exchange
houses in Mexico, therefore concealing the illicit origin of the funds. The
currency was deposited into US bank accounts held in the name of the
currency exchange companies. Maybe to make the money trail harder
to follow, money from these accounts was wire transferred to bank ac-
counts around the world, after which the trail went cold or was not pub-
licly pursued.

B. Revenue
The second factor in our general framework is the amount of revenue

organized crime generates and, more importantly, the net profit of indi-
vidual crime members. Both lack dependable estimations.

Revenues are important as a component in a claim to official attention,
but they tend to receive little attention in claims of effectiveness of con-
trols. While official documents concerning money laundering or orga-
nized crime often confidently mention the scale of global or national
money laundering (e.g., according to the UNODC, 2.7 percent of global
GDP)—what van Duyne and Levi (2005) term “facts by repetition”—
academic experts are more reserved.

This cautious attitude is not mere academic pedantry but because all
methods used to estimate the size and scale of the criminal economy and
money laundering have serious flaws (Reuter 2013; van Duyne, Harvey,
andGelemerova 2019). Furthermore, just as in the licit economy, there is
economic inequality and wealth concentration among organized crim-
inals (van Duyne and De Miranda 1999; UNODC 2011). Many have
subsistence or immediate lifestyle incomes, and others get sums so large
that even if they are highly hedonistic, theywould find it difficult to spend
and are forced to save and launder. The extent to which they need or want
to do so is highly dependent on the position of the individual in the
organized crime network. In general, the crime boss or leading organizer
will make more than key personnel (“lieutenants”) or outside experts
(professional money launderers), who in turn will make more than inter-
changeable accomplices (couriers and transporters, local “enforcers,”
straw men). It is therefore likely that organized crime is typically char-
acterized by a highly unequal distribution of wealth, but valid numbers
are not available. In transnational activities, questions are seldom asked
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about who in which countries takes the predominant share of profits
from crime.13

Generally, a distinction can be made between persons who have little
use for money laundering, those who self-launder, and those who need
help in doing so (Malm and Bichler 2013). The first two groups are gen-
erally considered very large compared with the third. Levitt and Ven-
katesh (2000) found that most drug dealers who worked at street level
earned just above minimum wage and would have been better off finan-
cially serving hamburgers at a fast-food restaurant. A telltale sign was that
most foot soldiers also held part-time jobs in the legitimate economy.
Likewise, as shown by Reuter et al. (1990), approximately two-thirds of
Washington, DC, drug dealers reported being legitimately employed
at the time of their arrest. This suggests that their illegal profits were
supplements to licit earnings. Only a few gang leaders were able to earn
high economic returns (Venkatesh 2008).14 For this reason, global or na-
tional estimates about crime revenues are—apart from their methodo-
logicalerrors—unsuitable forourframework.Withoutasenseof thenum-
ber of participants who share the criminal profits, and the apportionment
of these profits, it is not clear what meaning or value estimates of total
sums laundered have, beyond showing that this is a “very big problem.”

Because of lack of dependable statistics on criminal revenue, let alone
their aggregate profits, net of costs including corruption, we have tomake
do with other sources such as official proceeds of crime confiscation, case
studies, and interviews, although none are really satisfactory.

In an ideal administrative world, confiscation of legal assets in criminal
cases signals what an individual can be proven to have gained in illicit pro-
ceeds.15 A database of confiscation cases paired with type of offenses could
thus inform us of the total illicit amount and the type of asset. However,
13 There is no criminological equivalent of the Gini country inequality measure in
economics.

14 Levitt and Venkatesh (2000) explained the involvement of street-level dealers as
playing the long game, hoping to be able to rise someday to the top and finally earn a large
illegal income. But perhaps it sometimes may just be that criminals are around in their en-
vironment, and involvement in crime offers some degree of social conformity and a feeling
that they are more important than they would otherwise be in the licit precariat economy.
The Homo economicus model neglects the pleasure that people derive from crime (Katz
1988; Levi 2008) and also from exercising power and taking risks in licit business.

15 Though some regimes allow for this to be done on civil burdens of proof, others by
reversing the burden of proof postconviction in relation to the sources of income, and
others still require in practice the linking of confiscated assets to proven crimes.
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as a Transcrime (Savona and Riccardi 2015) research project on the port-
folio of organized crime in Europe showed, this is easier said than done.
First, there is a wide range of confiscation regimes in different states.
Some assets are eligible for confiscation in one country, whereas it is im-
possible to recover the same assets (or data about them) in another. Sec-
ond, most countries do not adequately record confiscation. This makes it
impossible to produce solid statistical analyses.

There is also substantial attrition between court orders and confisca-
tion. When Kruisbergen, Kleemans, and Kouwenberg (2016) examined
102 Dutch cases in detail, the initial public prosecutor’s claims totaled
€61,928,210, but this was reduced to €27,463,899 (44 percent) at the
end of the court procedure, of which only €11,325,036 (41 percent, or
18 percent of the original claims) was eventually collected.There are sim-
ilar findings in Australia and the UK (Goldsmith, Gray, and Smith 2016;
Chaikin 2018; Levi 2018; see also Sittlington and Harvey 2018).

Another way of establishing the amount of revenue and individual net
profits is to study individual offenders and their money laundering habits
by analyzing their court or police files. However, gaining access to this
kind of material can be quite hard, and in some countries even impossi-
ble. Furthermore, many police investigations lack financial details. The
reason is that most investigations on crimes that are organized are fo-
cused on the predicate crimes. Generally, as soon as a shipment of co-
caine is intercepted, a protection racket is dismantled, or human traffick-
ing is stopped and the perpetrators are arrested, the investigation is
considered to be a success. In turn, evidence of the predicate crimes is
enough to obtain a conviction. Because financial information on money
laundering will seldom, depending on the country and other evidence
available, add substantially to the length of the prison sentence, it is sim-
ply not needed in court. Or worse, including charges of money launder-
ing could delay the entire prosecution when assets need to be traced
abroad via slow international mutual legal assistance requests. Conversely,
when an investigation starts from amoney laundering angle, the predicate
crimes may not be needed (depending on both law and judicial interpre-
tation). It is rare for the two (predicate crime and financial data) to come
together.

Insights can also be gained by approaching organized crime partici-
pants themselves. However, organized criminals who launder money are
difficult to reach. They are unlikely to fill in questionnaires or respond
en masse to fieldworkers: talking about money is much more dangerous
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than talking about past misdeeds that have been punished already, are
past their statute of limitation period, or are impossible to prove because
of lack of evidence. Criminal money, and the way it was laundered, how-
ever, is almost indefinitely subject to confiscation. Talking about riches
might also attract unwanted attention from criminal predators. That is
not to say that it is impossible to carry out interviews about criminalmoney,
but generally this will be because of good rapport between subject and re-
searcher and reveal little about the overall picture unless the interviewee is
a central or nodal figure.

A notable exception is theMatrix KnowledgeGroup (2007). Research-
ers were able to talk to 222 drug offenders inUK prisons about drugmar-
kets andfinancial profits. It turned out that theirmoney launderingmeth-
ods were generally not sophisticated. However, the researchers note that
this may reflect self-selection. “Dealers with more sophisticated money
laundering approaches may have been reluctant to volunteer” (Matrix
Knowledge Group 2007, p. 40). Alternatively, such dealers might more
rarely have been caught!

A replication in the Netherlands encountered the same problems
(Unger et al. 2018). Although the study was much smaller (Np 25 with
a response rate of 56 percent), the information gleanedwas not illuminat-
ing.Most had hardly any experience with complicatedmoney laundering
methods. Tellingly, an advocacy group of ex-prisoners did not want to
cooperate with the interviewers because talking about money was “not
done,” and fear of confiscation would preclude any meaningful talks.
Trying to get a university project on board that worked with former
tax frauds also led to nothing (Unger et al. 2018). Several attempts were
made to interview the ex-offenders but were not successful. This led to
the conclusion that fear of asset confiscation prevented talks aboutmoney
and spending habits. Interviewing lawyers also led to nothing. They were
not “inclined” to talk (one would guess in the abstract) about the financial
position of their clients. Interviews with bank employees also elicited no
information. Banks had no legal mandate or permission, for fear of crim-
inal liability for “tipping off,” to divulge how suspected criminals spent
their money; their focus, which may have shifted due to changes in public-
private cooperation in the UK, was largely on cash that criminals tried
to put in their accounts.

Finally, a focus group study by Sittlington (2014) of ex-offenders from
Northern Ireland largely confirmed other studies’ findings about high
spending by offenders and prosecutors going after low-hanging fruit and
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being reluctant to prosecute stand-alone laundering cases. The special
circumstances of strong paramilitary influences in Ireland differ from
those in many other countries, though the Irish peace process may have
led not somuch to less organized crime but to the replacement of the col-
lective paramilitary fund with largely personal benefits.

C. Goals
The third factor in our general framework is what organized criminals

seek to accomplish with their criminal proceeds. Because interviewing
organized criminals about their illegal income proved not very fruitful,
we should look at how they spend their money and try to infer goals from
behavior (see also Fernández Steinko 2012).

Several studies show that, like average personal budgets, criminal ex-
penses can be sorted in the usual categories, albeit with some over-the-
top spending habits (van Duyne 2003; Matrix Knowledge Group 2007).
There are small daily household expenses for food like groceries, variable
payments for utility bills, clothing, and hobbies, next to fixed costs like
insurance, car leases, rents or mortgages, and larger outlays such as buy-
ing a new car or a house or setting up a company (or for that matter, fi-
nancing new criminal activities). Some studies (van Duyne 2013; Savona,
and Riccardi 2015) have looked at official confiscation records and de-
scribe a plethora of cars, motorcycles, boats, houses, jewelry, electronic
appliances, fur coats, and the incidental antique work.16 However, it may
have been these very items of conspicuous consumption that drew the at-
tention of the authorities and financial investigators to the criminals in
the first place.

What criminals seek to accomplish with these expenditures has been
less often investigated. The goal of some is not hard to deduce. Reinvest-
ing in criminal endeavors or financing large sums of money in a conflict
16 The literature on money laundering can sometimes overemphasize the role of antiq-
uities and art. Occasionally, a crime boss turns out to be a fond collector of expensive
paintings and the like. However, art that merely hangs on a wall is not money laundering
in an operational sense, though it may count as hiding the proceeds of crime in a legal
sense. Only when it is bought with the intention to sell it on in the licit economy does
it serve a money laundering function. Furthermore, certain types of white-collar crime
offenders (corporate fraudsters, oligarchs, or corrupt public officials) move in different so-
cial circles than do most drug dealers and pimps. A house decorated with expensive art may
be part of the former group’s self-image (and sometimes even a reflection of their taste);
the latter group is more likely to be fond of stills from The Godfather (Van Duyne, Louwe,
and Soudijn 2014). Nevertheless, small high-value products are appreciated in the event of
a need for a quick getaway or forced sale.
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with other organized groups (Krakowski and Zubiria 2019) is carried out
with the objective of generating future profits, or even survival. Daily
household expenditures are motivated by wanting more comfortable liv-
ing conditions. But lifestyle expenditures, for example, can have complex
motives. The criminal who dines out every evening, runs up large casino
losses, and spends large sums on gaudy jewelry might do it to satisfy his
personal needs, perhaps fill an emotional void, but might also want to
project the image of a successful “made man” (BRÅ 2014). Many ordi-
nary bourgeois citizens might avoid such a brash person, but in the crim-
inal environment, flamboyance can deliver themessage that here is some-
body willing to do extralegal business and who is successful at it. Flashy
cars and expensive front row tables at public boxing matches or private
boxes at soccer matches can send the same message.17

Another way of examining goals of criminal expenditures is to look at
larger ones. They can indicate longer-term strategies. Take for example
a Dutch study into 1,196 individual investments of convicted organized
crime offenders (Kruisbergen, Kleemans, and Kouwenberg 2014). The
study distinguished between investments that could fall under a standard
economic approach and a criminal infiltration approach.

The standard economic approach, summarized as “profitability,” stresses
the similarity between organized crime offenders and legal entrepreneurs;
both are assumed to make investments based on the aspiration for good
economic returns. A differencemight be that criminal investments involve
additional costs because they need to circumvent the AML regime. This
might make it more attractive to invest in opportunities with smaller re-
turns, but lower risks of detection. This in turn is affected by perceptions
of invulnerability to official action, which vary over time and place.18

Investments that fall under the criminal infiltration approach are sum-
marized as “power” in that organized criminals seek to gain power or
17 We know less about how female organized criminals or launderers behave in equiv-
alent circumstances.

18 Farfán-Méndez (2019) hypothesizes that drug trafficking organizations with hier-
archical structures—understood as structures that process information and acquire knowl-
edge—prefer risk-averse methods, whereas wheel networks tend to use risk-tolerant pro-
cedures for laundering money. However, as the author notes, “additional data are needed
in order to continue to evaluate the hypothesis” (Farfán-Méndez 2019, p. 308), and we are
somewhat skeptical of the evidence base for this to date. It is unclear whether money laun-
dering strategies are decided at the level of the whole drug trafficking organization, or by
the individual leader (and as such reflect his psychological preferences), who coincidentally
may or may not have proper access to money laundering advisers.
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influence in the legal economy. This is also one of the risks the FATF
warns about. Criminals might use their profits to acquire control over
segments of the local or, especially in smaller jurisdictions, national econ-
omy through strategic investments or bribes. A deep angst about money
laundering corrupting the integrity of banking and financial services
drives much of the AML regime, at least rhetorically.

The Dutch study (Kruisbergen, Kleemans, and Kouwenberg 2014)
showed that investments were often made in real estate, for several rea-
sons. First, criminals need a place to live. Second, real estate is generally a
safe investment over the long term. Third, prices are not always transpar-
ent and can thus be used to launder money, supplementing the official
price with money under the counter. Finally, ownership can often be
concealed through the use of legal entities. As far as was known, criminals
invested on a smaller scale in commercial properties, likely in order to fa-
cilitate their criminal enterprises. Investments in legal businesses were
largely in the retail and commercial sectors. About half of these compa-
nies were used to support “transit crime” activities like drug smuggling.
This could be in the form of logistical support (storage or transport), and
legitimizing or concealing criminal activity. For instance, a cleaning com-
pany could order chemicals used for the production of synthetic drugs, or
a fruit or flowers company could order a container from South America
in which cocaine was smuggled.

Fernández Steinko (2012) found similar types of investments in Spain.
To the extent that such businesses are used for criminal purposes, they
are not successful laundering vehicles, though they may provide decent
cover for offending unless investigated intensively. Companies could also
function as money laundering vehicles, absorbing cash money, hiding
ownership, or providing bogus salaries. A pilot study in Italy, theNether-
lands, Slovenia, Sweden, and the UK on the infiltration of organized
crime in legitimate business developed a model to help understand the
type of business at risk (Savona and Berlusconi 2015). Risk (or attractive-
ness) factors include low level of technology, small company size, low
barriers to entry, and weak or developing regulation (Savona and Ber-
lusconi 2015).19 Establishing or taking over a legitimate company is also
part of many fraud-related schemes (Berlusconi 2016).
19 A follow-up study developed a more advanced risk model based solely on firms con-
fiscated from Italian organized crime from 1983 to 2016 (Savona and Riccardi 2018).
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However, investments in real estate and commercial properties in the
Dutch study (Kruisbergen,Kleemans, andKouwenberg2014)didnotprop-
erly fit the profitability or power approach. Although real estate generally
appreciates in value over the long term, hardly any known criminals were
building up portfolios in real estate. Properties were mostly used in their
immediate day-to-day lives and not leased or rented out. The invest-
ments were also not geared to touch the legal financial world in any sig-
nificant way or to control specific segments of society. This prompted the
researchers to come up with another theory, the social opportunity struc-
ture, a symbiosis of social network theory and opportunities theory.

Social ties and trust direct a criminal’s opportunities for carrying out
criminal business and also apply to their choices for investing the pro-
ceeds of crime (van Duyne and Levi 2005; BRÅ 2014). Organized crim-
inals whom we know about want to stay close to their investments from a
physical and social point of view. They invested in their original home
country or their country of residence and seldom held financial assets
in areas in which they were not personally involved. These are styled
“proximity” investments (Kruisbergen, Kleemans, and Kouwenberg 2014).
Savona and Riccardi (2018) mention investments that are culturally close
to the organized crime group, such as bikers investing in tattoo shops.

That is not to say that profitability or power never come into play, or
that proximity precludes any use of power. Offenders who are not in-
volved solely in transit crime but focus on racketeering could spendmore
on “power.” Organized crime groups in several European countries in-
vest in the construction business and allied areas that entail “more capil-
lary infiltration of the local political, business, and social community” (Sa-
vona and Riccardi 2015, p. 157). Sometimes, real investments in property
and in the services sector (such as security) offer a route to exploiting and
extending local power and deter police intervention.20 Ponce (2019)
recounts how drug trafficking organizations in Mexico illegally finance
campaigns of politicians. Organized crime groups in Albania are also re-
ported to invest part of their criminal proceeds in the cultivation of pol-
iticians (Global Initiative 2018). Apparently, around the 2017 parliamentary
20 Sometimes other pressures and social objectives—for example, preparing and running
a successful Olympic Games or World Cup—may deflect police interventions or give cor-
rupt leaders an excuse for not doing so. This has even been alleged of the “failure” to pursue
some London organized criminals prior to the 2012 London Olympics (Gillard 2019).
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election in Albania, there was such a large influx of drug money used to
influence politics that it affected the exchange rate of the lek (Global Ini-
tiative 2018). Many other countries have analogous scandals, not all of
them as dramatic as in Mexico or Albania.

Although the criminal investments in theDutch studies were relatively
small on a national level and were not aimed to take over or monopolize
segments of business, the local level should also be taken into consider-
ation.Here it was found that some criminals knowingly and unknowingly
wielded some influence. For example, a local municipality was not eager
to target a certain cannabis grower because the legal side of his commer-
cial business employed dozens of people who would otherwise end up on
social security (Soudijn and Akse 2012). Some criminals sponsored local
football clubs, which in turn enabled these clubs to attract better players
(with extra cash paid under the counter). Better players translated to win-
ningmorematches and generatingmore interest in the club. This in turn
led to cozy relationships between the football club’s managers and spon-
sors, with representatives from the local government. These things can
create an aura of power and untouchability around the offender and their
entourage.More generally, a sports club of any kind also offers a relatively
safe space where criminal and licit business can be mixed without looking
out of place or inherently suspicious.

Bruinsma, Ceulen, and Spapens (2018) reported that a third of Dutch
municipalities have encountered “philanthropic” criminals. Case samples
showed sponsorship of sports clubs, events, and fundraising activities, and
setting up of charities. Some criminals even acted as “informal mayors” in
their neighborhoods (see alsoCampana andVarese 2018). Outlawmotor-
cycle gangs explicitly used philanthropic activities like visiting children’s
hospitals and distributing stuffed animals to improve their images (Kul-
dova 2018).

Philanthropic activities occur in many other parts of the world, albeit
on a larger scale. Pablo Escobar is still locally revered for giving money
to the poor and stepping in where the authorities had withdrawn (both
money and reputation laundering). Italian mafia groups and the yakuza
(and some officially designated terrorist groups, e.g., in Pakistan) have
been reported to help with relief efforts. These efforts cost little money
and need no laundering but generate immense local goodwill while sham-
ing the national government (Kuldova 2018), thus enhancing the compar-
ative legitimacy and “collective efficacy” of the crime group. For white
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collar criminals, there are other benefits, such as large tax deductions for
charitable contributions.21

Anothermixture of power and proximity sometimes occurswhen crim-
inals from ethnic minorities establish business or religious societies within
their own communities (Soudijn and Akse 2012). Sometimes they are able
to portray themselves as successful and generous businesspeople, which
leads to higher standing within the community or even to dealing with
the government as a community representative.22 It is often unclear to
what extent ethnic societies are aware of the criminal origins of their af-
fluent members.

In short, although organized criminals’motivations may be more var-
ied than a simple Homo economicus model would predict (notably obtain-
ing social standing), achievement of their goals often involves activities
that violate money laundering legislation.

D. The Anti–Money Laundering Regime
The final component in our framework is the way in which the anti–

money laundering (AML) regime is locally carried out. Since 1986, when
the US Presidential Commission on Organized Crime recommended a
follow-the-money strategy, a plethora of general regulatory and crimi-
nal justice measures have been developed to prevent and deter an ever-
broadening range of criminals from using the financial system to hide
the proceeds of crimes or to finance terrorism or weapons of mass de-
struction. An important driver of the AML regime is the intergovern-
mental FATF. This task force, which describes itself on its website as a
“policy-making body,” has developed a set of “recommendations” (orig-
inally in 1990, revised in 1996, 2001, 2003, and 2012) that have become
the international standard for combatting money laundering.23

The AML regime is in essence one gigantic global and local exercise in
attempted situational crime prevention,withmost staffing and expenditure
costs falling upon the private sector.24 To use situational crime prevention
21 Struggles over the acceptance or rejection of philanthropic offers, and past donations
by shamed or questionable-background wealthy donors to the prestigious arts and culture
bodies and elite universities, is too broad a subject for us to address in this essay.

22 In a different era, mobster Joseph Colombo (1923–1978) established the Italian-
American Civil Rights League to protest stereotypical depictions of Italians as being mem-
bers of the mafia. At its height, it had a following of over 40,000 people.

23 See https://www.fatf-gafi.org/about.
24 The validity of data on compliance costs is difficult to test; they vary over time and place

as a function of regulatory risks, but an estimate for AML costs for financial institutions in



Understanding the Laundering of Organized Crime Money 603
parlance, the obligation of banks and other sectors to report unusual or
suspicious transactions aims to “increase the effort” by enhancing the level
of surveillance applied to commercial transactions. Compulsory mea-
sures to report all cash deposits, money transfers, or payments above a
certain financial amount25 are illustrative. Specifically accredited individ-
uals or teams within banks who are allowed to vet certain financial
transactions and reject or “de-risk” individual or business customers can
be called “access control” operators. All these measures set rules and re-
quire training and thus by themselves raise the awareness or remove
excuses of those involved.

This is what Garland (1996) termed “responsibilisation,” the shifting
of the burden of crime control onto the private sector, though Garland
wrote about this in relation to mundane crimes. Reporting entities and
their employees (e.g., bankers and lawyers) are required to identify their
customers and to record and report suspicious (or suspected) transactions
and all transactions with high-value dealers in cash above a legally fixed
minimum, at risk of prosecution and regulatory sanctions.26

Failure to conduct checks or make reports to the national Financial In-
telligence Unit (FIU) if suspicions have been aroused results sometimes
in large fines, especially if rule breaking can be shown to be intentional or
systemic (which may not be desired because of the collateral damage to
the bank or to the banking system).27 To give a few examples, Wachovia
25 This minimum varies between countries. In Australia, for example, it is zero at the
time of writing.

26 One of the earliest examples are Italian authorities who noticed in the late 1970s that
proceeds of bank robberies funded the activities of the Brigate Rosse; subsequently, Italian
banks were required to report large cash deposits. There have been periodic attempts to
reduce the variable limits on cash payments in the EU; see Riccardi and Levi (2018).

27 No breakdown exists of regulatory penalties into “organized crime” and other cases.
Penalties are activity measures, not indicators of effectiveness (or the opposite). In our view,
AML effectiveness should not be seen in simple binary terms. Penalties imposed in any
one year are affected by (sometimes lengthy and multinational) regulatory or criminal

North America is $31.5 billion in 2018 (https://risk.lexisnexis.com/insights-resources/research
/2019-true-cost-of-aml-compliance-study-for-united-states-and-canada). An earlier study found
it to be $28 billion in six countries in Asia (https://www.lexisnexis.com/risk/intl/en/resources
/research/true-cost-of-aml-compliance-apac-survey-report.pdf ), and another found that aver-
age AML compliance costs per financial institution in several continental European
countries range from US$17.2 million in Switzerland to US$23.9 million in Germany, to-
taling an estimated $83.5 billion in Europe (LexisNexis 2017). The businesses regulated by
the UK Financial Conduct Authority (FCA 2018) employ at least 11,000 full-time equiva-
lent staff specifically formoney laundering and financial crime issues, with a salary bill alone
of £650million per year. These costs do not have to be paid out of taxation directly, but they
do have to be paid from the profits of regulated firms.
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Bank settled in 2010 for US$160 million to resolve allegations that its
weak internal controls allowedMexican cartels to laundermillions of dol-
lars’ worth of drug proceeds. HSBC Holdings, PLC, agreed in 2012 to
pay US$1.9 billion after admitting laundering drug money for Mexican
andColombian drug cartels. Citigroup in 2017 agreed topayUS$97.4mil-
lion in a settlement after admitting to criminal violations by willfully fail-
ing tomaintain an effective AML system. Dutch INGBank accepted and
paid a settlement for €775million agreed by theNetherlands Public Pros-
ecution Service in 2019 for not acting properly as a gatekeeper to the fi-
nancial system. According to the settlement agreement, ING had set up
their internal compliance system for monitoring transactions in such a
way that only a limited number of money laundering signals were gener-
ated. Australia’s Commonwealth Bank of Australia paid the Australian au-
thorities US$430 million when large numbers of organized criminals
exploited the failure to link large frequent (53,750 in total) cash deposits
into the bank’s “Intelligent Deposit Machines” to its AML system. At the
end of 2019, heavy penalties were threatened forWestpac in Australia for
23 million reporting violations, which included some unreported wire
transfers in relation to, for example, child sex trafficking in the Philippines.

Fines should be seen in the context of overall profits and of profits from
the sorts of activities that were neglected. However, these heavy nominal
fines not only pressure the bank to bemore compliant but also aim to send
a powerful signal to other banks to improve or at least spend more money
ontheirAMLdepartments.Formalregulatorymeasureshavebeenglobally
accepted, after initial resistance, bymost sections of the private sector (with
the exception of the legal profession in some countries, such as Australia,
Canada, and the US, which have successfully resisted the legal obligation
to report suspicions to FIUs) and have become part of a transnational legal
order (Halliday, Levi, and Reuter 2019); these measures aim to universal-
ize controls and create a level playing field against organized criminals.

An important development in flagging suspicious or suspect28 transac-
tions is the use of big data. Banks, for example, automatically check each
28 Because “suspicious” implies that there is something in the transaction that reveals
something inherently suspicious/criminal, whereas “suspected” simply signals that a cog-
nitive judgment has beenmade by the observer (Gold andLevi 1994; Levi andReuter 2006).

investigations into conduct that may have occurred years previously. Fifty-eight AML pen-
alties were handed down globally in 2019, totalingUS$8.14 billion, double the amount, and
nearly double the value, of penalties handed out in 2018, when 29 fines of $4.27 billion were
imposed (https://www.encompasscorporation.com/blog/encompass-aml-penalty-analysis
-2019/).
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financial transaction with a multitude of algorithms for divergent behav-
ior. These algorithms are often bought from third-party companies. The
use of big data seems well suited to counter money laundering. First, an
enormous amount of financial data is generated by the clients, customers,
and citizens of private, semiprivate, and public parties. Just think about
the number of transactions that banks, money transfer companies, in-
surers, land/property registration agencies, chambers of commerce, and
tax authorities, to name a few, process on a daily basis. Second, financial
data are relatively straightforward, easy to code, and have long been dig-
italized. A specific monetary value in a specific period is transferred or
belongs, or appears to belong, to a certain person or organization. Third,
because financial transactions are essential for the functioning of society,
great pains are taken to avoid errors. Transactions, therefore, match be-
tween different partners or systems, and unique identifiers are in place.
This makes it relatively easy to combine financial data from different par-
ties, which is one of the preconditions of big data analyses.

Some of themonitoringmeasures clearly deflect and perhaps even pre-
vent crimes altogether, including frauds against the banking system and
other forms of organized crime. Data about this are very seldom avail-
able. In the UK, the Nationwide Building Society—the largest, with
15 million customers—closes down 12,000 accounts a year, half of them
for suspected “money muling” activities in which genuine accounts are
used to push through domestic or foreign proceeds of crime transactions.
The mid-sized Santander Bank—with 14 million accounts—alone closes
down some 10,800 UK accounts annually because of suspected money
muling activity.29 In 2017, in the UK, 1.15 million account-opening at-
tempts were rejected for financial crime-related reasons.30 Prima facie,
this might suggest that the system is quite good at prevention, though one
cannot deduce from these data how many (ill-defined) financial crimes
are not prevented from account-opening in the UK (and this proportion
may be wildly different elsewhere in the world, where such data are not
collected or are unavailable).
29 Economic Crime—Anti–money laundering supervision and sanctions implementation,
Treasury Select Committee HC 2010, Q.692, http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence
/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Treasury/Economic%20Crime/Oral/96630
.html.

30 Economic Crime—Anti–money laundering supervision and sanctions implemen-
tation, Treasury Select Committee HC 2010, Q.695, http://data.parliament.uk/Written
Evidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Treasury/Economic%20Crime/Oral
/96630.html.
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Garland was identifying a trend in relation to ordinary crimes. How-
ever, this trend has turned out to have been an extraordinarily ambitious
attempt to impose responsibilities on a uniform global scale. In the US,
the reporting entities filedmore than 3million SARs in 2017, against only
150,000 in 1996. In Europe, 1.5 million SARs were filed in 2017 across
the then-28 EU member states, almost double the number in 2006. The
UK, the Netherlands, Italy, Latvia, and Poland are the top five SAR is-
suers in Europe. Does this mean that the UK is more effective than the
Netherlands, or twice as effective as Italy but nowhere close to the US?
Clearly not. In all of these countries (plus Denmark, Estonia, Malta,
and Sweden) there have been massive money laundering scandals, con-
nected both to organized crime and to other sorts of offenders such as
Russian, African, Middle Eastern, and eastern European oligarchs. Fur-
thermore, it is often not possible to deduce what proportion of SARs re-
late to organized crime, however defined, or indeed of correctly reported
transactions that relate to any type of crime. How would we expect bank-
ers, lawyers, and high-value dealers to know for certain that their clients
were criminals or that the transactions were proceeds of crime in general
or of particular crimes?The system circumvents this by requiring them to
have systems in place, not to know for certain. Nor do we know the num-
ber or proportion of transactions that actually related to crimes but that
were not suspected or, that if suspected, were not reported to the national
FIUs, or were investigated only after being reported.31

There are many gaps in reporting, both legislatively (e.g., lawyers in
many jurisdictions are not obliged to file their suspicions) and in practice.
For instance, two reports on casino gambling, real estate, luxury vehicle
sales, and horse racing in British Columbia (German 2018, 2019) show
widespread evasion of controls in Canada, which only shortly before had
been highly praised by FATF for the effectiveness of its controls.32

In theory, a stringent AML regime makes it more necessary than a lax
one to take serious steps to hide the criminal origins of assets. In reality, it
31 Europol (2017) reports that only 10 percent of suspicious activity reports are further
investigated after collection, a figure that is unchanged since 2006. However, even if one
accepts that figure as accurate, it understates somewhat the potential value of the data con-
tained in these reports, irrespective of whether further investigations are triggered. It also
raises questions about the value of FIUs demanding an ever-increasing number of SARs
from professionals, whose lack of follow-up is sometimes deflected by FIU complaints
about their low quality; see NCA (2019).

32 See also Amicelle and Iafolla (2018) for some insights into financial services sector
perspectives there and elsewhere.



Understanding the Laundering of Organized Crime Money 607
depends how the AML regime is actually put into practice. Some, argu-
ably most, regimes simply do not have the manpower or resources to go
after every indication of money laundering. Hülsse (2008) drew attention
to “paper compliance” that camouflaged nontargeting of certain types
of laundering. For instance, the lack of due diligence requirements by
Companies House in the UK, the official register of companies and cor-
porations, has been a significant weakness,33 albeit one shared by other
business registers in the EU and elsewhere.

An experimental study in which potential intentionally dubious cus-
tomers approached financial intermediaries around the world by email
has shown that AML rules are applied less stringently in the UK and, es-
pecially, the US, compared with more stigmatized “secrecy havens” such
as theBritishVirgin Islands andBelize, at least to approaches from strang-
ers (Findley, Nielson, and Sharman 2014). To the extent that this is true
in practice, it may reflect the differential external pressure that such ju-
risdictions are under to comply with procedures, including the role of
FATF as a political instrument of the Great Powers. A case in point is
the race to the bottom spearheaded by financial secrecy and trust laws
in South Dakota and Delaware.34 Money in a South Dakotan trust fund
is almost impossible to reach by the authorities because of its protected
secrecy status. Furthermore, while well over a hundred countries in the
world signed up to the global agreement “Common Reporting Stan-
dard,” an agreement put in place in order to exchange information on the
assets of each other’s citizens abroad, the US failed to do so.

How an AML regime is put into practice is also dependent on the level
of corruption. Effective monitoring is thereby dependent on the weakest
link. Corrupting a guardian of the financial system such as a bank em-
ployee helps the criminal to circumvent the measures that the guardian
is meant to enforce. Perceptions of corruption can also be important in
deterring people from making SARs if they think that clients will get
to hear about them from the authorities by leaks, whether in developed
or less-developed economies. This applies both to wealthy elites who
are or, if identified correctly, should be categorized by regulations as
33 See Transparency International UK (2017) and NCA (2018, p. 38). BEIS (2019) has
made some reform proposals in a public consultation aimed at improving levels of vigilance
at Companies House and the companies’ register. Time will tell whether any postcon-
sultation changes have significant impact.

34 See https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/nov/14/the-great-american-tax-haven
-why-the-super-rich-love-south-dakota-trust-laws.
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Politically Exposed Persons (PEPs), and to other organized criminals
who may be suspected of having strong connections to the authorities.
In kleptocratic regimes, including some post-Soviet ones but also mafia-
influenced countries such as Italy, the concentration of influence and power
shapes both law enforcement and business opportunities such as the award of
government contracts.

Too much corruption, however, can be unsafe for criminal invest-
ments in the long run (Unger, Rawlings et al. 2006; Unger, Ferwerda
et al. 2018). Corrupt regimes are unstable and unreliable and are there-
fore not safe to trust. The more money an organized criminal or corrupt
bureaucrat has to lose, the more important it is to get at least a significant
amount of it out of the country into financial safe havens.

Initiatives that rank AML effectiveness per country quickly fall short
when the data are scrutinized. For instance, the FATF uses a complex
system called “Mutual Evaluation Reports” (MERs). The MERs are a
kind of lengthy peer review of member states on the level of compliance
with its numerous recommendations that, since 2013, have included both
technical compliance and an attempt at effectiveness judgments. How-
ever, as van Duyne, Harvey, andGelemerova (2019) noticed, someMERs
report the number of investigations, and others report cases solved or only
the number of prosecutions; terms have no fixed meaning; statistical man-
agement was seriously lacking in many countries; and there is little or no
disclosure (and possibly little actual knowledge) of the public- and private-
sector cost of carrying out the domestic AML regime. This makes cross-
country comparison infeasible, and makes assessment for many single
countries difficult.

Nevertheless, countries are ranked according to four scores ranging
from Compliant, Largely Compliant, Partially Compliant, or Noncom-
pliant. Although these scores are more subjective than based on statistical
processing of data, countries that score especially badly can suffer eco-
nomic sanctions (also see Sharman 2011; Halliday, Levi, and Reuter 2014;
Platt 2015). After criticism, in 2013, of putting too much emphasis on mea-
suring formal legislative and institutional arrangements, the FATF sought
to update the MER process but still struggles to work out what data and
measures are both relevant and possible (Levi, Reuter, and Halliday 2018).
Indeed in late 2019, just prior to its planned visit to Australia, the FATF
suspended its follow-up process pending a review of the MER process as
a whole.
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Another attempt to measure the risk of money laundering around the
world is the AML Index that is published by the Basel Institute of Gov-
ernance. The ranking is based on 14 indicators that include, among others,
MERs, the Transparency International Corruption Perception Index, and
press freedom (Basel Institute 2018). Notwithstanding glaring weak-
nesses like Companies House checks on registrations, the AML Index
gives the United Kingdom a good score and places it above the United
States,Germany, and Japan. But then again, according to this indexDom-
inica, Latvia, and Bulgaria score even better. Here we can see the impact
of giving equal weight to countries’MER. Some countries were arguably
very strictly evaluated by teams from the International Monetary Fund,
while others are evaluated less critically (though perhaps with more pro-
cedural legitimacy) by neighboring countries (Halliday, Levi, and Reuter
2014). There is ongoing debate about the appropriate role in National
Risk Assessments or MERs of local knowledge (or beliefs) in assessing
risks, for example, in informal communities in Africa.
III. Professional Money Launderers and the Supply
of Money Laundering Services

There are reams of articles about the legal and technical components of
the AML and compliance processes and an increasing amount of material
on their international relations components. FATF has been a successful
policy entrepreneur. Sociological analysis of the cultures in which com-
pliance operates has been weaker and focused largely on the banking and
money remittance systems. Investigative journalism and nongovernmen-
tal organization activism have yielded considerable insights into “high
end” relations between Global North bankers, oligarchs, and corrupt
politicians (Shaxson 2011; Posner 2015; Enrich 2017; Obermayer and
Obermaier 2017; Bullough 2018) and, however hard to test their verac-
ity,35 financial sector memoirs add some insights (Birkenfeld 2016; Ki-
melman 2017). “Organized crime” in the conventional sense cannot nec-
essarily be recognized in these accounts because it is not clear whether
35 Some cultural criminologists might not accept the relevance or importance of testing
veracity. Though a perspective does not have to be shared by others or be “accurate” to be
genuinely held, even those who believe that “offender accounts” are important ought to
worry about verification problems for “facts” about offending. This is a broad dispute,
for which this essay is not the right place.
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the labeling process makes bankers’ and lawyers’ treatment of organized
crime funds different and plausiblymore rigorous, whether frommorality
or from pragmatism, in defending themselves and the institution against
large fines, risks of prosecution, and reputational damage. Others have
studied the role of creative compliance in the interaction between tax eva-
sion and tax planning (McBarnet and Whelan 1999). How professionals
now respond to drug merchants and human traffickers bearing cash is less
well understood, other than via iconic cases such asHSBC and other pub-
licized banking violations that lie outside conventional criminological
discourses.

In other words, we knowmore aboutmajor corporatemisconduct cases
and their links to culture from sociological and media studies of the finan-
cial crisis (e.g., Tett 2010; Luyendijk 2015) than we do about the demi-
monde or underworld aspects of laundering. This is important because
routine activities models require their setting in ordinary interactions
and elite commercial law firms, and bankers are as remote from these
routines as they are from neighborhood law firms, local retail banks,
and money service businesses.

We know little about the supply side ofmoney laundering services (be-
sides criminal and regulatory cases, media exposé cases, and mystery
shopping research). Generally speaking, variability exists among offend-
ers in the need for laundering services, and in the resources that different
sorts of offenders bring to the table that enable them to dispose of the
proportion of illicit income they wish to conserve (Horgby, Särnqvist,
and Korsell 2015). Some criminals have the necessary expertise to laun-
der their own illegal profits, whether they be small or large. This is called
self-laundering. It is difficult to delineate where particular financial
thresholds lie at which a person decides to self-launder or not. It depends
on the type of crime, the amount involved, offenders’ goals, and the AML
regime.Criminals who can execute complicated fraud schemes are likely to
be able to self-launder their criminal profits, even if these are quite sub-
stantial. Criminals who derive their income from directing drug sales in
the street will probably find themselves at a loss when it comes to setting
up a complicated international company structure. But as we discussed
above, the need for money laundering also depends on the goals to which
the criminalmoney is to be applied and to the rigor of the AML regime. If
a criminal wants only to buy a new gold chain at the local jeweler, a simple
story about the money being a birthday present might be enough. How-
ever, if he wanted to buy a new yacht, a better story and a plausible, if
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false, paper trail are probably needed. Then again, had the offender lived
in a region without an adequate AML regime (or a corrupted or intimi-
dated private or public-sector guardian), a story would not be needed
at all.

If self-laundering is not an option, the laundering can be outsourced
to facilitators, also known as financial enablers or professional money
launderers (PMLs). These are people who, as experts in their field, are
contracted with by the criminal to solve particular financial bottlenecks
(Kleemans, Brienen, and Van de Bunt 2002; Kruisbergen, Van de Bunt,
andKleemans 2012). A PML is thus not just anyone who assists inmoney
laundering, but somebody who provides an essential service to offenders
who want to be able to develop crimes at scale. This is an important dis-
tinction from so-called front men or strawmen. Such people are useful in
many a money laundering scheme, but they are merely signatories to
property deeds, vehicle registrations, or company documents. They have
no say in the planning or execution of the money laundering scheme it-
self. In contrast to PMLs, they are easily replaceable. Some front people
are random addicts recruited on the street, in prison, or in seedy bars who
earn a couple of hundred euros at most. Others are found closer to home,
including friends, significant others, and family members (sometimes al-
legedly without their knowledge).36 Sometimes, knowingly, unknowingly,
or willfully blind, students or fraud victims are recruited personally or via
social media as “money mules” to run financial transfers through their le-
gitimately opened bank accounts.37 They are sometimes told lies about
acting for marketing firms or about trouble opening new accounts.

How often PMLs come into play is not clear and depends on local cir-
cumstances. Some studies estimate quite low numbers. Analyzing 52Dutch
money laundering convictions involving over €450,000, van Duyne (2003)
found only two cases in which PMLs were involved. Based on an analysis
of 129 Canadian organized crime networks during 2004–2006, Malm
and Bichler (2013) estimated that only 8 percent of drug-market laun-
derers could be classified as PMLs. Reuter andTruman (2004) found that
36 A study of confiscated firms that belonged to Italian mafia-type organized crime
groups showed that female ownership was about 50 percent higher than the national av-
erage (Savona and Riccardi 2018). Using spouses and girlfriends as straw women has
the advantage of providing them with a seemingly legitimate income (Soudijn 2010).

37 See https://www.cifas.org.uk/newsroom/new-data-reveals-stark-increase-young-people
-acting-money-mules; https://www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/over-1500-money
-mules-identified-in-worldwide-money-laundering-sting; https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk
-england-45797603.
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16 percent of people in prison for laundering drug money had no other
drug involvement. Other estimates are unsupported.

Though there is no reason why the proportions of PMLs should be
similar over time and place, such differences may be attributable in part
to how police investigations are carried out (Soudijn 2016). That in itself
is influenced by the extent to which money laundering is or is not prior-
itized by judicial authorities and by their experience in dealing with am-
bitious and sometimes costly cases when budgets are constrained, either
encouraging or discouraging them from taking on similar cases. Van
Duyne’s low figure can be partly explained by his inclusion of a period
when AML legislation was not yet in place in the Netherlands. Another
factor influencing investigations is the existence of self-laundering of-
fenses. In some jurisdictions, self-laundering is not a prosecutable of-
fense, whichmeans that criminals are usually targeted through traditional
complicity and offenses (and related investigative tools).

Even when money laundering legislation is in place, PMLs can still be
overlooked during police, customs, or other law enforcement investiga-
tions. This often happens when the focus lies solely on predicate crimes
such as large-scale drug smuggling. Considerable efforts are made to in-
tercept or confiscate the smuggled drugs, and when this goal is reached,
the case is often deemed a success and closed. In about half of the cases in
a Dutch study of 31 case files on large-scale cocaine smugglers (smug-
gling hundreds of kilos of cocaine on average), one or more PMLs were
involved (Soudijn 2014). This high score not coincidentally could be
traced back to about half of the cases in which the investigators had also
been actively looking for PMLs and had dedicated resources to do this
from the earliest planning stages. Levi and Osofsky (1995) noted that fi-
nancial investigators in the United Kingdom were often brought in at
the tail end of investigations for asset recovery rather than being main-
streamed; that is often still the case (Levi 2018). It is therefore likely that
the percentage of PMLs in nonfraudulent organized crime activities that
generate large-scale profits (over €350,000) could be closer to 100 per-
cent. Forensically, if PMLs are harder to convict, their relative absence
in conviction-based data sets is understandable.

A. Classifying PMLs
PMLs can be classified in different ways. Malm and Bichler (2013)

point out that there is a difference between PMLs who serve multiple
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criminal clients, and (in their terms) opportunistic launderers who work
exclusively for one person. These latter cases often involve a relationship
based on friendship or kinship. From a disruption perspective, little is
known about how difficult it is to replace a PML if one is disabled by en-
forcement, retirement, or assassination.

Another way to classify PMLs is by profession. Several studiesmention
lawyers, accountants, notaries, real estate agents, and even stockbrokers
(Malm and Bichler 2013). In other words, PMLs are mostly active in
professions that require some qualifications, or at least have their own
professional status. Middleton and Levi (2005, 2015) discuss mainly law-
yers who launder the proceeds of their own crimes such as fraud, but also
those who launder the proceeds of other people’s crimes after mutual at-
traction through vice or blackmail. They also note that changes in ethical
legal culture,financial pressures fromcommercial deterioration, andown-
ership of law firms may increase money laundering opportunities and
needs. Benson (2018, 2020) analyzed 20 cases between 2002 and 2013
in which lawyers or accountants were convicted of money laundering.
The cases demonstrated considerable variation in the actions and behav-
iors of lawyers that can be considered to facilitate money laundering, and
for which professionals can be convicted. These variations related to the
purpose of the transactions, the level of financial benefit gained by the
professional, and the nature of their relationship with the predicate of-
fender. Acting in the purchase or sale of residential property and moving
money through their firm’s client account were the most commonmeans
by which lawyers were involved with criminal funds. However, the cases
also included lawyers who wrote to a bank to try to unfreeze an account;
paid bail for a client using what were considered to be the proceeds of
crime; transferred ownership of hotels belonging to a client; written a se-
ries of profit and loss figures on the back of a letter; and witnessed an
email, allowed the use of headed stationery, and provided legal advice
for a mortgage fraudster. Four lawyers were involved knowingly and in-
tentionally, but in the majority of cases, there was no evidence of a delib-
erate decision to offend or of dishonesty on the part of the lawyer.Money
laundering enablers therefore are not a homogenous phenomenon, and
we should distinguish between professional money laundering and laun-
dering by people with professional status. The culpability of the latter set
is heavily disputed by their professional bodies, who regard “professional
enablers” as a derogatory term to discredit the legitimacy of both their
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profession and their arguments against regulation (first author interviews
in the United Kingdom, 2016–2019).38

Not all PMLs are regulated or qualified professionals. There are sev-
eral reasons for this. First, some describe themselves using loose terms
like tax adviser or financial consultant that need no formal financial training
or regulatory permit to practice. Second, some PMLs originally had a
background as a lawyer or notary but had been disqualified because of
fraudulent activities. They can no longer act as licensed lawyers or no-
taries but continue to advise criminals on how to launder their financial
gains, even though some of their activities may require involvement by
licensed professionals who may or may not be knowing parties to the
transactions. Third, a group of PMLs have carved out a financial niche
by wiring or physically smuggling large amounts of cash through bank-
ing networks (underground, as they held no permit), although greater at-
tention to transaction volumes of customers and “de-risking” (i.e., ac-
count closing) may inhibit such efforts over time.

A differentiation can also be made between PMLs whose activities are
cash-based and circumvent the legal economy, those who create a false
paper trail in the legal economy, and those who solely focus on crypto-
currencies (Soudijn 2019). The last category provides outlets for exchang-
ing fiat currencies into new, virtual coins or vice versa. Exchanging cryp-
tocurrencies by itself is not a criminal offense; however, by deliberately
targeting conspicuous clients (and charging a premium compared to nor-
mal exchangers), they become part of a money laundering scheme. Or
rather, they become money launderers. The premium price charged, if
proven to the satisfaction of the court, can be evidence that they knew
that the proceeds were illicit.

Because financial investigations in the Netherlands of large-scale co-
caine smuggling groups often involved underground bankers, increasing
knowledge has been gained about this subgroup. It became apparent that
PMLs of this type were largely structured along ethnic lines (Soudijn
2016). Criminal cash that virtually traveled across corresponding accounts
often was found in specific Indian, Pakistani, and Afghani networks. Col-
lectively, they are known as hawala networks (Jost and Sandhu 2003;
Maimbo 2003).39 Bulk cash smuggling was organized aroundColombian,
38 Google and other web platforms that take money for advertising fraudulent compa-
nies are also enablers according to the same logic.

39 The term hawala has Arabic roots and means exchange. For more linguistic detail, see
Martin (2009).
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Mexican, Venezuelan, Chinese, Lebanese, and Israeli networks.40 In other
parts of the world, underground banking is mentioned, for example, in re-
lation to Somalian, Vietnamese, and Tamil communities, although it is
less clear how they transported money from organized crime (El Qorchi,
Maimbo, and Wilson 2003; Cheran and Aiken 2005; Hernandez-Coss
2005).

Although the structure of each underground banking group had a clear
ethnic background, it was observed that they worked together when it
was to their advantage and did not discriminate against clients from other
nationalities.The undergroundbankers in theDutch studynot only trans-
ferred money but also functioned as escrow accounts, exchanged smaller
for larger dominations (and vice versa), changed currencies, and even held
criminal savings.41

General classification of PMLs can also be made according to the ac-
tivities or services they provide. The FATF (2018) mentions a number of
such specialized services: consulting and advising, registering and main-
taining companies or other legal entities, serving as nominees for compa-
nies and accounts, providing false documentation, commingling legal and
illegal proceeds, placing andmoving illicit cash, purchasing assets, obtain-
ing financing, identifying investment opportunities, indirectly purchasing
and holding assets, orchestrating lawsuits, and recruiting and managing
money mules. This script analysis does not tell us about which actors play
multiple or single roles.

Another way to look at the services provided by PMLs is to focus on
their specific roles. The FATF (2018) distinguishes eight, although this
list should not be considered exhaustive: leading and controlling; intro-
ducing and promoting; maintaining infrastructure (e.g., a money mule
herder, a personwhooversees thedeployment of the peoplewho arehired
only to transfer or smuggle illicit money); managing documents; manag-
ing transportation; investing or purchasing assets; collecting illicit funds;
and transmitting funds. PMLs can performmore than one role. The fea-
sibility of using these roles for research or analysis has not been tested.
40 These networks can also use virtual smuggling networks. For example, the NCA
(2019) reports about a form of Chinese underground banking called “daigou,” which partly
makes use of Chinese student accounts.

41 Passas (1999, 2003) coined the term “Informal Value Transfer Systems” (IVTS) as an
alternative to underground banking to emphasize that they provide no services other than
the transfer of money. In hindsight, the term IVTS itself is too narrow, as some under-
ground bankers did and do carry out more activities than informally transferring money.
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B. Criminal Careers of PMLs
It is a common law-enforcement trope that some close-knit organized

groups, for example, those based on religion or race, send younger rel-
atives to study law or accountancy who are subsequently employed by
the criminal family as money launderers. But this requires a longevity
of vision and commitment to long-term criminality that may be uncom-
mon. It may takemany years before a lawyer or accountant is in a position
to help an organized crime group, and supervision arrangements within
a firm may inhibit the scale of their assistance.

Although little attention has been devoted specifically to PMLs, life-
course research shows that criminal facilitators, in general, frequently
seem tomove lateral entry into organized crime late in their career (Klee-
mans and De Poot 2008). They come into contact with crime at a later
stage in their lives. This “adult onset” does not conform to the stereotyp-
ical age-crime curve observed elsewhere in criminological research (Klee-
mans andVanKoppen 2020).This curve describes a rise in offending dur-
ing adolescence, followed by a strong and steady decline over the rest of
the life course. PMLs are also often different from life-course persistent
offenders in that they do not typically engage in antisocial behavior from
an early age and remain criminally active later in life. On the contrary,
criminal facilitators are generally found to have become criminally active
only in their thirties, forties, or later. At that stage of life, they skip the petty
crime convictions that make up the typical age-crime career but quickly
accumulate a criminal record in relation to organized crime offenses.

One difference between early and late onset is that the usual offender
has somewhat limited low self-control due to his young age, and the types
of crime typically included in their criminal records are open to anyone.
Petty crime, rowdy behavior, and other sorts of public nuisance do not
need special skills and planning. Organized crime offenses, by contrast,
are not open to anyone but require the necessary contacts (both licit
and illicit), trust, and skills (Kleemans and De Poot 2008). That is not
to say, however, that the typical organized crime offender is a late starter.
Some are born into the right (wrong) kind of family and learn by doing
and by example at an early age.

For criminal facilitators, including PMLs, this is generally not the case.
They generally became involved in organized crime activities through
social ties at later stages in life, albeit by different paths. The connection
often happens by chance. Living in the same neighborhood, having
mutual friends or encounters in the work place, or enjoying the same
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hobbies and vices lead to meetings across different walks of life that
would not have happened otherwise.

Life events are another type of chance that stands out. These events are
life-changing occurrences, often related to financial setbacks like becom-
ing bankrupt or losing a job. For instance, a financial setback can prompt
one person to seek out a moneylender and thus become entangled with
the criminal underworld. Another person with gambling debts may hear
through his social circle about a grey market for currency trading and be
asked to become involved. A normally crime-inhibiting life event like
marriage can lead to crime when it is into a criminal family and leads
to involvement in a father-in-law’s illegal business.

One caveat about the late onset of PMLs is that such a conclusion is
based primarily on research in relation to Dutch transit-oriented orga-
nized crime. It is not automatically applicable to countries with other
types of organized crime (and other amounts of revenue, other goals of
crime money, and other AML regimes).

C. The Principal-Agency Problem
The financial proceeds of organized crime can be entrusted to a PML

to launder when needed. Criminal and launderer come into contact with
each other because of a criminal’s deliberate search or a chance encounter
(e.g., at sporting or vice venues). This launches the PML’s criminal ca-
reer. The question of trust remains puzzling. Why do criminals trust a
new acquaintance, perhaps one with financial problems that tempt them
into offering criminal services, to do a proper job and not defraud or
betray them? How are potential conflicts and tensions resolved?

This type of problem can be approached from the perspective of
“principal-agency theory” as developed in the business and management
literature ( Jensen and Meckling 1976; Ross 1976; Eisenhardt 1989; Kiser
1999). The principal is the party that wants a job done on their behalf, and
the agent is the party that is contracted. In the case of money laundering,
the criminal who needs money laundered would be called the principal,
and the PML the agent.42

Principal-agency theory tries to find solutions to so-called agency prob-
lems, real and potential conflicts that arise from transactional arrangements.
42 Money laundering agency problems are usually placed in the licit economy. For ex-
ample, the FIU or a regulator is the principal, and banks which should file SARs become
the agents (Araujo 2010; Takáts 2011).
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There are two types of agency problems. The first occurs when goals and
interests of the agent and principal diverge.

The second occurs when the principal finds it difficult or expensive to
verify whether the agent is behaving appropriately (Eisenhardt 1989). In
the case of money laundering, this has a circular logic. The PML is hired
because of the criminal’s lack of money laundering expertise. But how,
then, can the principal be sure that the PML is doing an adequate job?
Agents might also misrepresent their abilities. Having imperfect knowl-
edge of the action of an agent is called information asymmetry.

In the case ofmoney launderingor any criminal business, there are other
challenges not found in legitimate businesses (e.g., the absence of a legal
contract enforcement mechanism, the risk of interference from law en-
forcement, and risks of violence from competitors or the principal). All
of these uncertainties and risks increase the potential for disputes and
conflicts. To counter agency problems, various mechanisms can be de-
vised to align the interests of the agent with those of the principal. These
also fall into two general categories: monitoring and the use of incentives
and disincentives.

With monitoring, the principal tries to close the gap of any informa-
tion asymmetry. A complete closure would mean following the agent
every step of the way, but that would cost enormous time and energy.
Moreover, when two or more agents are involved, close monitoring be-
comes logistically impossible. In the legal business world, the principal
must rely on such techniques as filing of reports, standardization of tasks,
and use of supervisors. In the illegal business world, such solutions are
hardly feasible because they leave paper trails. Therefore, a more com-
monly observed way to solve the agency problem in the illegal business
world is through use of financial incentives and physical disincentives.

Financial incentives can be substantial. For instance, a study on the
physical smuggling of money made from high-volume cocaine traffick-
ing, using business records of the smugglers themselves, showed that it
cost between 10 and 17 percent to transport money from Europe to
South America (Soudijn and Reuter 2016). This is considerably more ex-
pensive than the 2–4 percent identified in earlier US work for crossing
the Mexican border (Farfán-Méndez 2019). For instance, a Colombian
underground banker who received one million euros in the Netherlands
could charge 12 percent and thus need to deliver only €880,000. But it
was also noted that the high prices of the smuggling agents were also
partly insurance. If the money was intercepted or lost, the principal was
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guaranteed delivery at the expense of the agent. Another example of fi-
nancial incentives can be found in the exchange rates of bitcoins stem-
ming from criminal activities. Less scrupulous exchangers who exchanged
bitcoins for cash (or vice versa) offered their services for 7–15 percent to
criminals, way above going market rates of 0.25–0.30 percent (Visser
2017). Given the risks of fraud by those running bitcoin exchanges, this
could have been both insurance and a technological skills premium.

Agents are also kept in line by disincentives like cuts,fines, or the threat
and use of violence. Althoughmoney laundering is not usually connected
to violence, there are more than enough examples of violent outcomes.
Meyer Lansky lived to the age of 81, but others were not so lucky. In
1982, the corrupt banker Roberto Calvi, also called God’s banker because
of his close ties to the Vatican and his role in its Banco Ambrosiano, was
foundhangingunder a bridge inLondon,with bricks inhis pockets, attrib-
uted initially by the City of London police to suicide. No doubt coinci-
dentally [sic], his secretary Grazielle Corracher fell from a window to her
death on the same day. According to public prosecutors in Rome, Calvi
was punished by themafia for substantial losses whenhis bankwent under.

A Dutch money laundering report estimated that one PML a year is
killed in the Netherlands and more are wounded (Soudijn 2017). This
is a high number for a country with a very low homicide rate. Although
violence surrounding money laundering is rare compared to violence
surrounding narcotics trafficking, the stakes are just as high—or higher.
When money is lost or badly managed, the predicate crimes have been
committed for nothing. Patience and understanding can run short and
generate further violence or criminal inefficiencies linked to loss of trust
and friendship (if any).

When criminal money is successfully laundered and invested in real es-
tate, it is no longer immediately available. This is not always appreciated,
sometimes with fatal results, by criminals who become cash-strapped or
simply mistrustful. When PMLs are killed (or die from natural causes or
accidents), there may be genuine problems for survivors and principals in
gaining access to the funds and knowing what belongs to whom in mixed
assets. Furthermore, entering the world of money laundering later in life
also brings its own dangers. People lacking the street-smarts that most
organized criminals possess sometimes become victims of their new en-
vironment. They can fall prey to intimidation, and when word gets out
that they are handling large amounts of cash, they can become the target
of extortion and robberies by rival criminal groups.
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IV. Discussion
We set out in this essay to determine the conditions that influence the
level of complexity of money laundering in relation to organized crime.
This immediately posed the difficulty of defining money laundering. It
was resolved pragmatically by focusing not on a (country-variable) legal
definition of money laundering but on an economic one: howmoney de-
rived from organized crime activities interacts with the legal economy.
That is not to say that legal definitions are an unimportant object of study.
A legal angle can reflect the changes in the politics of lawmaking and
monitoring, or the constraints they do or do not pose to criminal, civil,
and administrative justice. Evolving legislation has significant effects on
mutual legal assistance and extradition because of this (in EU terminol-
ogy) “approximation” of laws and regulation. Although the number of in-
coming and outgoing mutual legal assistance requests are usually set out
in MERs (as they are a performance indicator for cooperation), their im-
portance in bringing offenders to justice or in reducing organized crime
remains underanalyzed, despite rhetorical use of the term effectiveness.

Another difficulty in preparing this essay was to differentiate the laun-
dering of organized crime funds from other sources of criminal income,
which include tax evasion, grand corruption, and the financing of terror-
ism. All of these behaviors can involve committing organized crime of-
fenses or at least offenses that are highly organized. In the end,we followed
the traditional framework of organized crime, criminal activities carried
out with multiple persons over longer periods, rather than focusing on
corporations which commit crimes to raise their sales or profits in the
context of otherwise lawful activities, or kleptocrats who may receive
or extort bribes from overseas corporations and domestic sources. This
reflects no judgment about the relative harms of those criminal activities
but simply retains consistency with the organized crime theme.

In our framework, we distinguished four important factors (type of
crime, revenue, goals, and AML regime) that influence the level of com-
plexity of money laundering in relation to organized crime. The se-
quence is of no great importance because the four conditions can inter-
twine in numerous ways. For instance, large illicit proceeds are easier to
launder, and hence less complex, when the AML regime has limited cov-
erage or is corruptible. These proceeds of crime might even come about
because of corruption, which makes it easier to defraud the state or in-
ternational bodies such as the EU or overseas aid agencies, or can be
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reinvested in the political process when all or part of the goal is develop-
ment of “power.”

Depending on the circumstances of the four factors put forward in our
framework, money laundering can be carried out in more or less complex
ways. Recognizing that this needs further specification, we suggest four
categories: no need for laundering, and laundering methods of low, me-
dium, and high complexity. Each level carries several implications for
official response.

In the first category, money laundering methods are not needed.
Criminal money can be spent in cash in the legal economy without at-
tracting attention and repercussions of the authorities. There are differ-
ences in such circumstances across countries. Country Amight have lower
thresholds in place for buying goods for cash compared to country B.
Consequently, investigating such cases should not be too difficult, and
could be handled by any local police unit, provided adequate AML laws
are in place.

In the second category, only low levels of complexity are needed.
Again, the circumstances can vary by country. Drug traffickers in South
America and human trafficking gangs in Europe might both have very
low levels of laundering complexity. But whereas drug traffickers can cir-
cumvent AML regimes because of corruption of banking and criminal
justice, human traffickers may not make enough money to necessitate
evasion of AML rules beyond cross-border smuggling and can go about
just purchasing property in home countries that do not rigorously scru-
tinize the origins of funds for such purposes. Investigating low levels
of complexity again should not tax investigative powers too highly (al-
though corruption is a risk).

In the third category, money laundering becomes harder to detect.
The laundering schemewill not be obvious at first glance but will collapse
quickly if critically examined. A drug trafficker can commingle illegal
proceeds in the daily turnover of an auto repair shop or a restaurant or
beauty parlor, but if almost no customers show up, it is not a very robust
scheme if investigated competently and reasonably promptly.

Finally, some laundering operations are highly complex and necessi-
tate dedicated investigative teams and accountants which can detect the
ultimate beneficial ownership of holdings and trusts. Such cases are often
related with fraud offenses but could also be the legacy of having over-
looked financial assets of organized crime figures in previous years or
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even generations. Another aspect of these complex cases is that profes-
sional money launderers may be involved.

Studies reveal no obvious pattern to what criminals do with the pro-
ceeds of crime, even once they have indulged their hedonistic appetites.
We continue to think that each individual offender, network, or crime
group begins with its own capabilities to launder, and some actively or
adventitiously search for co-offenders who can help them, whether vol-
untarily or as part of an extortionate relationship. Some of these succeed;
others fail. We do not know how hard it is to find another professional
launderer, but probably it is not extremely difficult in most countries.
In jurisdictions where offenders have cynical views about the morality
of bankers and lawyers, they will be more inclined to ask them to help,
especially if the professionals are from their communities, are known
to have vices or financial weaknesses, andmay bemore amenable to pres-
sure and temptation which may take place after grooming over time. In
jurisdictions where such professionals are ethically schooled and have
reporting requirements that are significantly policed, and where there
are relatively few economic pressures, most such requests are likely to
be turned down. Such differential association models are difficult to test,
and the data are tooweak and anecdotal to enable general inferences to be
made. There is no reason why the involvement of professionals in money
laundering should be constant over place and time: to that extent, univer-
sal statements are likely to be overgeneralizations.

It is possible that law enforcement professionals’ efforts and their re-
sources have not been strong enough, including the reluctance of en-
forcement agencies to shift their patterns of intelligence development
and interventions in directions recommended by FATF and “follow
the money” advocates. This will be an ongoing debate. General trends
in the anonymization of money, including the decline of cash (for exam-
ple, in jurisdictions like Sweden) and the rise of cryptocurrencies, will
affect the attractiveness of some crimes and the ease of laundering.
But, skepticism should be exercised about the hype that surrounds some
of these trends, which need to be related in detail to the forms of crime.
Cryptocurrencies have undoubtedly become more popular as a sales me-
dium and laundering mechanism, but their proportion of proceeds or
profits from crimes not perpetrated on the Internet is likely to be modest
for some years to come.

Perhaps it is too ambitious to aim to affect all organized crime rather
than particular communities, criminal organizations, or particular forms
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of criminal activity. The weight of satisfying public expectations can eas-
ily descend into populist policing, a concern of libertarians and scholars
who object to “Policing for Profit” (Baumer 2008; Worrall and Kovan-
dzic 2008; Carpenter et al. 2015; Holcomb et al. 2018) and brush aside
the economic and social costs of AML, which are less visible to the public
and to politicians. The visible face of AML consists of egregious failures
of bank reporting of transactions connected to drug, human, or endan-
geredwildlife trafficking. The successes are seldom trumpeted, to protect
reporting bodies and people. But AML and proceeds-of-crime freezing
and confiscation are ways to show that something is being done to stop
at least some offenders from enjoying the fruits of their crimes. That is
a nontrivial social function whose effects on offending and on society it-
self merit evaluation.
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