cosa nostra a history of the sicilian
mafia

The term "Cosa Nostra" evokes images of shadowy figures, intricate codes of
silence, and a pervasive influence that has shaped Sicily and, at times, the
world. This article delves deep into Cosa Nostra, a history of the Sicilian
mafia, tracing its origins, evolution, and enduring impact. We will explore
the complex social, economic, and political factors that allowed this
criminal organization to flourish, examining its rise from humble beginnings
to a formidable power structure. Understanding Cosa Nostra means unraveling
the layers of its unique culture, its rituals, its internal hierarchy, and
the pervasive code of omerta. From its early days in the Sicilian countryside
to its notorious presence in the United States, this comprehensive history of
the Sicilian mafia will illuminate the multifaceted nature of this enduring
criminal enterprise.
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The Genesis of Cosa Nostra: Roots in Sicilian
Society

The origins of Cosa Nostra are deeply intertwined with the unique socio-
economic and political landscape of Sicily, particularly during the 19th
century. Following the unification of Italy in 1861, Sicily found itself in a
state of flux, characterized by weak central governance, widespread poverty,
and a deep-seated distrust of the state. In this vacuum, informal power



structures emerged, often rooted in agrarian society. Landowners, seeking to
protect their interests and manage their estates, began to employ armed
groups, known as gabelloti, to oversee their lands, collect rents, and
enforce order. These early enforcers, often drawn from the local peasantry
and possessing a strong sense of territorial loyalty, laid the groundwork for
what would eventually become the organized criminal syndicate known as Cosa
Nostra. The breakdown of feudalism and the subsequent redistribution of land
created opportunities for those willing to operate outside the nascent legal
framework, fostering a culture of private justice and intimidation. The
concept of honor, patronage, and loyalty became paramount, forming the
bedrock upon which the mafia would build its empire. The historian Gaetano
Mosca noted the persistence of these informal power networks, which
effectively circumvented state authority.

Early Structures and Rituals: The Building
Blocks of the Mafia

The formative years of Cosa Nostra saw the development of a distinct
organizational structure and a set of formalized rituals that distinguished
it from mere banditry. At its core was the cosca, or family, a localized
group with a defined territory and a hierarchical leadership. The capo, or
boss, was the undisputed leader, advised by a sottocapo (underboss) and a
council of consigliere (advisors). Below them were the soldiers, known as
uomini d'onore (men of honor), who carried out the family's directives.
Membership was not a matter of chance but a carefully orchestrated process,
often involving initiation ceremonies. These rituals, steeped in secrecy and
symbolic gestures, cemented the bonds between members and reinforced their
commitment to the organization. The blood oath, the exchange of tokens, and
the invocation of saints were all part of these solemn rites, designed to
instill loyalty and ensure absolute discretion. The code of omerta, or the
law of silence, was perhaps the most crucial element, demanding absolute
secrecy and unwavering obedience, punishable by death for any breach. This
intricate network of loyalty, tradition, and ritual provided Cosa Nostra with
a formidable resilience against external pressures.

The Mafia's Grip on Sicily: From Rural Control
to Urban Power

Initially, Cosa Nostra's influence was primarily concentrated in the rural
areas of Sicily, where it exerted control over agricultural production,
trade, and local disputes. However, as Sicily underwent industrialization and
urbanization in the post-World War II era, the mafia adapted and expanded its
reach into urban centers. Palermo, in particular, became a key stronghold.
The mafia's activities diversified beyond extortion and protection rackets to
include involvement in construction, waste management, public contracts, and



drug trafficking. This shift allowed Cosa Nostra to amass significant wealth
and influence, corrupting political figures and law enforcement agencies
through bribery and intimidation. The mafia's ability to manipulate elections
and secure lucrative government contracts demonstrated its deep penetration
into the fabric of Sicilian society. The post-war period also saw an increase
in the mafia's propensity for extreme violence as it consolidated its power
and eliminated rivals. This era marked a critical transition, solidifying
Cosa Nostra's reputation as a sophisticated and ruthless criminal enterprise
with a significant impact on both the Sicilian economy and its political
landscape. The infiltration of legitimate businesses was a key strategy for
laundering illicit profits and further entrenching their power.

Key Figures and Conflicts: Shaping the History
of Cosa Nostra

The history of Cosa Nostra is punctuated by the rise and fall of powerful
figures and periods of intense internal conflict, often referred to as "mafia
wars." Figures like Calogero Vizzini, Michele Greco, and Salvatore Riina
became synonymous with the organization's brutal efficiency and strategic
cunning. Vizzini, for instance, was instrumental in expanding the mafia's
influence in the mid-20th century, while Riina, known as "The Beast,"
presided over a period of unprecedented violence in the 1980s and early
1990s, characterized by bombings and assassinations of judges, politicians,
and police officers. These internal wars were often fought over territorial
disputes, control of lucrative criminal enterprises, or as a response to
perceived betrayals. The Sicilian Mafia Commission, or Cupola, was
established as a governing body to mediate disputes and coordinate activities
among the various cosche, but its authority was frequently challenged,
leading to bloody power struggles. The assassination of anti-mafia judges
Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino in 1992, orchestrated by Riina's
faction, sent shockwaves through Italy and galvanized public opinion and law
enforcement efforts against the organization. These confrontations
highlighted the internal dynamics and the extreme measures taken by Cosa
Nostra to maintain its dominance. The fight against these powerful bosses
became a central focus for Italian law enforcement.

Cosa Nostra and the United States: A
Transatlantic Legacy

The story of Cosa Nostra is incomplete without acknowledging its significant
presence in the United States, primarily through the Italian diaspora.
Sicilian immigrants brought their traditions and criminal enterprises with
them, establishing American branches of Cosa Nostra. These American outfits,
often referred to as the American Mafia or La Cosa Nostra (a slightly
different spelling, though referring to the same core organization),



developed their own distinct structures and operating methods, influenced by
the American environment. Figures like Lucky Luciano, Vito Genovese, and Al
Capone became legendary in American criminal history, shaping industries from
bootlegging during Prohibition to labor racketeering and gambling. The
American mafia, while sharing a common heritage and many rituals with its
Sicilian counterpart, often operated with a greater degree of public
visibility and a more overt engagement with legitimate businesses and
political structures. The relationship between the Sicilian and American
mafias has historically been one of interdependence and occasional conflict,
with both groups involved in international drug trafficking and other
sophisticated criminal ventures. The term "La Cosa Nostra" itself became more
widely recognized in the United States due to law enforcement investigations
and media portrayals.

The Fight Against Cosa Nostra: Law Enforcement
and Societal Resistance

For decades, the Sicilian mafia operated with a high degree of impunity,
shielded by fear and complicity. However, the tide began to turn with
increased determination from law enforcement agencies and a growing movement
of societal resistance. The work of courageous magistrates like Giovanni
Falcone and Paolo Borsellino, who developed innovative investigative
techniques and successfully prosecuted hundreds of mafiosi in the Maxi Trial
of the 1980s, was pivotal. The maxi trial exposed the inner workings of Cosa
Nostra and led to significant convictions, weakening its structure. The
Italian state, spurred by the escalating violence and public outrage,
implemented stricter anti-mafia laws, including asset forfeiture and witness
protection programs, which proved highly effective. Moreover, civil society
organizations and ordinary citizens played a crucial role by speaking out
against the mafia, creating a climate of defiance and challenging the
pervasive fear. The "Ruggine" (rust) operation, targeting key leaders and
their financial networks, further dismantled the organization's operational
capacity. This multi-pronged approach, combining legal, investigative, and
social efforts, marked a turning point in the long struggle against Cosa
Nostra.

The Evolution of Cosa Nostra: Modern Challenges
and Adaptations

While weakened by law enforcement efforts and internal strife, Cosa Nostra
has proven to be an adaptable and resilient organization. In the 21st
century, the mafia has continued to evolve, adapting its criminal strategies
to new economic realities and technological advancements. While traditional
activities like extortion and protection rackets remain, the focus has
increasingly shifted towards more sophisticated forms of organized crime,



including money laundering through shell companies, cybercrime, and
exploitation of new markets. The organization has also become more adept at
operating through proxies and in the shadows, making it harder for law
enforcement to penetrate. The rise of other powerful criminal organizations,
both within Italy and internationally, has also presented new competitive
landscapes. Despite these challenges, Cosa Nostra retains a significant
presence in Sicily, influencing local economies and political affairs, albeit
in more clandestine ways than in its more overtly violent past. The ability
of Cosa Nostra to persist speaks to its deep roots in certain segments of
society and its capacity for reinvention.

The Enduring Legacy of Cosa Nostra: A History
of the Sicilian Mafia

The history of Cosa Nostra is a complex and often brutal narrative that
continues to resonate today. This comprehensive look at the Sicilian mafia
reveals an organization born from specific historical circumstances,
characterized by intricate rituals, a strict code of silence, and a pervasive
influence that has shaped Sicily's destiny. From its rural origins to its
urban expansion and transatlantic reach, Cosa Nostra has demonstrated a
remarkable capacity for adaptation and survival. While law enforcement and
societal resistance have significantly curbed its power, the underlying
factors that allowed it to emerge and thrive — social inequality, corruption,
and a distrust of state authority — remain relevant. Understanding Cosa
Nostra is not merely an exploration of criminal history; it is a study of
power, culture, and the persistent struggle for justice and the rule of law.
The enduring legacy of Cosa Nostra serves as a stark reminder of the societal
vulnerabilities that can be exploited by organized crime, and the ongoing
need for vigilance and commitment to combating its influence. The fight
against this enduring criminal force remains a critical aspect of Sicilian
and Italian identity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key historical periods that shaped Cosa
Nostra's development?

Cosa Nostra's history is broadly divided into several key periods. The early
roots lie in the 19th century with the decline of feudalism and the rise of
banditry in Sicily, which provided fertile ground for proto-mafia
organizations. The early 20th century saw the solidification of its structure
and influence, particularly after unification. The post-World War II era
witnessed a significant expansion of its activities, including involvement in
reconstruction efforts and later, drug trafficking. The late 20th century was
marked by major crackdowns by the Italian state, leading to internal



conflicts and a period of intense anti-mafia operations.

How did Cosa Nostra adapt to the challenges posed by
the Italian state and anti-mafia efforts?

Cosa Nostra demonstrated remarkable adaptability. When faced with strong
state pressure, particularly after the assassinations of judges like Falcone
and Borsellino, the organization often retreated into the shadows, focusing
on less visible criminal activities and developing more sophisticated methods
of evasion. This included leveraging financial markets, investing in
legitimate businesses to launder money, and utilizing technology. They also
strategically manipulated public opinion and sometimes engaged in acts of
terror to intimidate the state and populace.

What is the significance of the 'Mafia Trials' in
the history of Cosa Nostra?

The Mafia Trials, most notably the Maxi Trial in Palermo in the mid-1980s,
were landmark events. They represented a concentrated effort by the Italian
judiciary, empowered by new anti-mafia legislation, to dismantle the
hierarchical structure of Cosa Nostra. The trials led to the conviction of
hundreds of mafiosi, including top bosses, based on the testimony of key
pentiti (informers). These trials significantly weakened the organization's
operational capacity and brought its existence and workings to the public's
attention.

How did Cosa Nostra's involvement in drug
trafficking evolve over time?

Cosa Nostra's involvement in drug trafficking became a major source of its
wealth and power, especially from the 1970s onwards. Initially, they acted as
intermediaries, facilitating the transit of drugs from producer countries to
consumer markets. Over time, they became more directly involved in the
production and distribution networks, particularly heroin. This shift led to
increased violence as they clashed with rival organizations and faced intense
scrutiny from law enforcement.

What is the role of 'omerta' and the 'family'
structure in the enduring power of Cosa Nostra?

'Omerta,' the code of silence, is fundamental to Cosa Nostra's survival,
protecting its members from prosecution and external interference. The
"family' or 'cosca' structure provides a rigid hierarchy, loyalty, and a
system of mutual support, enabling efficient operation and enforcement of
rules. This deeply ingrained culture of secrecy and familial loyalty,
combined with a shared sense of identity and purpose, has been crucial in
maintaining the organization's cohesion and resistance to infiltration.



To what extent has Cosa Nostra's influence spread
beyond Sicily and Italy?

While Cosa Nostra is intrinsically linked to Sicily, its influence has
extended internationally. Its involvement in drug trafficking, particularly
to North America, led to connections with organized crime groups like the
American Cosa Nostra (the 'Mafia'). It has also established operations and
networks in other European countries and beyond, leveraging global trade
routes and financial systems for its criminal enterprises. However, the
specific nature and extent of its international reach have evolved with
changing global criminal landscapes.

Additional Resources

Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to the history of Cosa
Nostra, with descriptions:

1. The Valachi Papers by Peter Maas

This groundbreaking book details the life and confessions of Joseph Valachi,
a high-ranking member of the Genovese crime family. Valachi's testimony
provided the first inside look at the structure, hierarchy, and rituals of
the American Mafia, commonly known as Cosa Nostra. His revelations offered
unprecedented insights into the organization's origins and operations for the
public and law enforcement alike.

2. Mafia: The History of the Sicilian Mafia by John Dickie

John Dickie's comprehensive history traces the deep roots of the Sicilian
Mafia from its origins in the 19th century to its modern manifestations. He
explores how the Mafia evolved from a rural phenomenon to a powerful
transnational criminal organization. The book delves into the social,
economic, and political factors that allowed the Mafia to flourish in Sicily
and beyond.

3. The Godfather by Mario Puzo

While a fictional novel, The Godfather is deeply informed by the realities of
Cosa Nostra and has profoundly shaped popular understanding of the Mafia. It
tells the story of the Corleone family, a powerful Mafia dynasty, and their
struggles for power and survival. The novel explores themes of family
loyalty, honor, and violence, offering a captivating, albeit dramatized,
glimpse into the life of organized crime.

4. Five Families: The True Story of New York City's Most Powerful Mafia Dons
by Selwyn Raab

Selwyn Raab provides an in-depth examination of the five major Mafia families
that dominated New York City for decades. Drawing on extensive research and
interviews, she chronicles their rise to power, their internal conflicts, and
the law enforcement efforts to dismantle them. The book offers a detailed and
often shocking account of how these organizations operated and influenced
American society.



5. The Sicilian by Mario Puzo

Another fictional work by Puzo, The Sicilian shifts the focus to the island
of Sicily and the life of Salvatore Giuliano, a real-life bandit who operated
in the aftermath of World War II. The novel explores his complex relationship
with the Sicilian Mafia and the Italian government. It provides a compelling
narrative that intertwines historical events with fictionalized accounts of
Mafia influence and power struggles on the island.

6. Gomorrah: A Personal Journey Inside the Criminal Underbelly of Naples by
Roberto Saviano

While focused on the Camorra, the Neapolitan organized crime syndicate,
Saviano's work offers parallel insights into the broader culture and methods
of Italian organized crime, including Cosa Nostra. He bravely infiltrates and
documents the brutal reality of the Camorra's operations and its deep
integration into society. The book highlights the pervasive nature of
organized crime and its devastating impact on communities.

7. Mob Lawyer by Frank Ragano and Karen DeGram

This autobiography offers the perspective of Frank Ragano, a lawyer who
represented some of the most notorious figures in the American Mafia. Ragano
recounts his experiences navigating the complex world of organized crime,
defending clients like Jimmy Hoffa and Rusty Rostra. His memoir provides a
unique insider's view of the legal and personal entanglements between
mobsters and their legal counsel.

8. To Kill the Irishman: The Undefeated Life of Danny Greene by Rick Porrello
This book chronicles the life of Danny Greene, a Cleveland mob enforcer who
became a significant figure in organized crime in the latter half of the 20th
century. Greene famously waged a war against the established Mafia families,
challenging their dominance. The narrative details his rise, his violent
clashes, and his eventual downfall, illustrating the internal conflicts and
power plays within the criminal underworld.

9. The Mafia at War: Sicily, 1943 by David A. Yallop

David Yallop investigates the controversial Allied invasion of Sicily during
World War II and the alleged role of the Mafia in facilitating it. He
presents evidence suggesting that the Mafia was instrumental in the
invasion's success by providing intelligence and assistance to the Allied
forces. The book explores the complex and often debated relationship between
the Mafia and political powers during a pivotal historical moment.
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