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Abstract 

 
Our empirical study aims at understanding and analyzing whether and how the way in which the “sons of 
Mafia” consider their own family  and the society in general has changed over time. The psychological 
study is based on a sample of 11 subjects all sons of the Mafia men divided according to a  generational 
variable, i.e. these two ranges of age: 17-28 and 39-62. The data obtained from the interviews were 
analyzed using the Grounded Theory method. From the comparison these elements emerged: first of all, 
the subjects have a distinct perception of these three different areas: -  family, and especially the bond 
with their fathers; - society, represented mainly by the relationship with peers; -  Mafia, specifically in 
relation to the value codes of this criminal organization. The analysis of these areas has allowed us to 
give a cross-reading of the Mafia phenomenon outlining the differences in the way in which the present 
generations and the past ones live and perceive it. 
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 Introduction 1.

 
This study moves  from the studies conducted over the past twenty years on the psychology of the 
Mafia (Lo Verso et al., 1999; Lo Verso & Lo Coco, 2003; Lo Verso, 2013; Lo Verso et al., 2013; 
Giorgi et al., 2010; Giunta et al., 2016; Giunta & Lo Verso, 2012; Mannino et al., 2015; Mannino & 
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Giunta, 2015; Schimmenti et al., 2014; Scalia, 2016; Sergi, 2017) and following a psychodynamic 
investigation and, specifically, a group-analytical method (Lo Verso & Di Blasi, 2011), considers the 
Mafia not only as a criminal system but also as a psycho-anthropo-cultural organization with a 
fundamental role in the construction of individual and family identity. 

From the data in literature, family in the mafia culture is seen as a strong institution which has 
the task of protecting those who are part of it. And family is the only model that the individuals 
belonging to Mafia have to adapt to the life of collectivity (Pellerone et al., 2017).  

Within this phenomenon there are some particularly important elements: the mafia family has 
a rigid organizational structure which is also the source of its strength and its own power. This 
structure rests basically on the distinction between the “inside”, which protects and helps, and the 
“outside”, alien and threatening. 

And inside this well-configured organizational structure the roles of the family members – 
mother, father and children - are well outlined. 

The mother educates her children giving them the values of the mafia culture, in a condition of 
acceptance of the family hierarchy, preventing them from developing autonomy and keeping them 
forever tied to herself; the father, mostly idealized, is the model to imitate, provides rules and 
values; the child is educated to the code of silence, to show virility, strength and opposition to the 
legal power. 

Phenomena such as that of the “repentant Mafiosi” (pentitismo) and the harsh State 
repression have resulted, however, in recent years, in profound changes in the Mafia organization, 
also favoring significant transformations within the family model. In fact, the image of the father as a 
"man of honor" has considerably changed: the role of the mythical father is likely to have been 
belittled by TV and newspapers which rather have been describing him as a criminal, someone at 
large or in prison. In other words, the idealized father has lost his power, showing its weaknesses: 
"the all-powerful hero becomes fragile, dies, is arrested, collaborates, is hurt, is afraid"(Lo Verso et 
al., 1999). 

In the past the men of Mafia didn’t have these problems: hardly ever a “man of honor” was 
sentenced to life imprisonment and even in prison he was still respected; the son was not obliged to 
accept his father’s absence. Today, however, the structure of the mafia family may be challenged 
by the heavy sentences imposed by the courts. 

A further consequence of this process is the changing role of women / mothers (Schimmenti 
et al., 2014) who, as a result of "the forced absence " of their husbands, are the sole responsible for 
the family management. It is up to them, therefore, to take important decisions about the education 
of the children, before mainly subject to the paternal authority. 

The children, on the other hand, live in a state of constant ambiguity due to their belonging to 
families whose values are completely different from the ones of the society in which they have to 
live. "The teenagers who come from a mafia family have nowadays to face today the dramatic task 
of having to choose between passively accepting the expectations of the clan but having to deal 
with the "new" that has infiltrated even into his psychic world, or otherwise refusing their roots, but 
abandoning a part of themselves as well as accepting the family ostracism or worse their 
vengeance" (Lo Verso & Lo Coco, 2003). 

And this latter possibility, namely to abandon the security of the family clan (which in any case 
is closed and remains an "island" inside the society) in order to open up to new ideas and to the 
possibilities of the changing society, may represent a milestone for the children, for them to build up 
their own identities (Mannino & Giunta, 2015; Mannino & Caronia, 2017; Mannino et al., 2017; 
Mannino, Giunta & La Fiura, 2017).  

This important objective is achieved with the help of the peers who, at this stage, represent 
the bridge that unites the family to the community. Being part of a group of peers, sharing their 
values and rules means, for a teenager, to feel secure and protected. Up to this moment we can 
say that within the Mafia families all this has been forbidden because of the presence of "archaic" 
values that clash with the "modern" values adopted by the other teenagers (Mannino et al., 2015); 
that is the reason why the mafia families don’t want  their children to be part of a society so different 
from the "already known" which is represented by the family itself; that is why the children of Mafia 
families are unlikely to establish real connections with the  peers who do not belong to the world of 
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the criminal organization (Gullo et al., 2015). How can we reconcile the archaic and the modern, the 
"sacred" and "profane"? In these families there is an attitude of closure and, above all, mistrust 
towards what is “outside” the organization itself. 

This is the basis of our research: the understanding and analysis of how the representation of 
family and society which the "sons of the Mafia" have has changed. 
 

 Methodology  2.
 
Having noticed that there have been profound internal changes in the Mafia families, that the 
teenagers "have actually entered the world of the peers" (Zizzo, 2002), the objective of this study is 
to explore and understand how family and social relationships are perceived and represented 
according to the generational differences. 

This study was conducted using a semi-structured interview created on purpose and aimed at 
exploring the following areas: family, particularly the relationship with the father; society, 
represented mainly by the relationship with the peers; the Mafia, even through the interpretation of 
some common Sicilian sayings proposed by the interviewer: "nuddu ammiscatu cu nenti” (“nobody 
mixed with nothing” which is the contemptuous definition of an individual with “no honor”) , “calati 
iuncu ca passa la china” ("bow down, cane, the flood is coming" which means that in difficult times 
it is better to wait) "nenti sacciu and nenti vogghiu sapiri" (“I  know nothing and nothing I don’t want 
to know”). 

The sample, selected through a non-probability, non-random sampling, consists of 11 
subjects, all of them belonging Sicilian and sons of Mafia men, divided according to the 
generational variable: 

• 7 people aged between 17 and 28 (2 males and 5 females): 3 the sons of men currently in 
prison, one of a fugitive, one of a Mafia man who was  killed, one of a mafia man under 
house arrest;;  

• 4 people aged between 39 and 62 (1 male and 3 females): 3 children of deceased Mafia 
men, 1 son of a Mafia man under house arrest. 

The data obtained from the interviews were analyzed using the Grounded Theory method21.  
The method finds its origins in the field of sociological research and is inspired by the 

interpretative paradigm, or attempts to provide an explanation of the processes that lie behind a 
given phenomenon, focusing on data rather than on theories (Glaser & Strauss, 2009). 

The established theory uses, for the purposes of the analysis, three phases of coding: 
- Open Encoding, which assigns labels to phenomena, thus forming the concepts that are 

then grouped into categories through a "funnel" (from phenomena, concepts, categories). 
In this case sampling is open; 

- Axial Encoding, the most specific phase in which to identify the underlying relationships to 
the categories identified in the previous phase, by using the paradigmatic model (a. causal 
conditions, b. phenomenon, c. context, d. intervening conditions, e. action strategies, f. 
consequences).  

- Selective coding, defining the most generic, abstract, and predominant categories to which 
all other categories are linked through relationships. It is a superior level of abstractness, 
which leads to the formulation of theory (Glaser & Strauss, 2009). 

Two independent judges, followed by a careful evaluation of the answers, came to the 
common decision to construct thematic-conceptual maps: 

1) Family area: relationship between children, family and society to the range 17-28. 
2) Family area: relationship between adult, family and Mafia phenomenon to the range 39-62. 
3) 3)Values for the range 17-28 and the differences with the past ones 

 
 Analysis of Data and Results 3.

 
This study highlighted family relationships inside the Mafia context in relation to the feelings directly 
experienced by the people selected in the sample. 

Up to now, the knowledge of the families belonging to "Cosa Nostra" was based mainly on 
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indirect sources, the testimonies of judges and people collaborating with the police which, although 
valuable, has provided only partial information, without the emotional and affective dimension of a 
direct experience. 

The collaboration of these people belonging to Mafia families allows, however, to understand 
the real meaning of being born and growing up in a Mafia family context. 

In the following, to analyze the answers to the interviews, we will present the thematic-
conceptual maps we have built following the grounded theory of Glaser and Srauss (2009). 

The maps have the purpose of explicating, clarifying and offering an immediate display of the 
most significant elements obtained following the Grounded Theory phase: the "selective coding" 
phase, defining the most generic, abstract, and predominant, to which all the other categories are 
linked through relationships. 
 

 
 
Map 1. Family area: relationship between children, family and society to the range 17-28. 
 
As can be seen from the map "Family area: relationship between children, family and society to the 
17-28 range" the study participants includes in the family concept only the most intimate 
components of the nucleus: parents, brother and grandfather. It is interesting to note that in this 
case the male component is greater than the female one. They also claim to have a good 
relationship with their father. Participants also stated that they associate social aspects with aspects 
like eating, leaving the home environment, staying in the street, or even their own classroom. The 
words that are most used in relation to family and society are: memory, relationship (which can be 
problematic and sometimes raise quarrels), need and help. 

Some interview abstract: 
 
“My relationship with my father has always been good, I love my father, the thing that I don’t like is 
that I wanted a father with a normal situation, as every daughter wishes, it isn’t nice to see your 
classmates with their daddy and you always without, even on Sundays, when usually every child 
is looking forward  to going out with his/her own daddy, I was always at home alone with my 
mom”. 
“Even if a member of this association, my father was trying to divert young people of xxxxxx who 
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wanted to enter the association, which brings only harm. A beautiful relationship, whereas before 
my father was a person ... I always considered him as a bad person, I don’t know, but my father 
was an introvert more than anything else, but not since we've had these problems”. 
“With my mother I have a very nice relationship, we talk about everything, we are very close. With 
my father since he has been  in prison we are more united, I found out things about my father that 
I didn’t know; I think not all fathers have this relationship with their children. My family is a very 
united family, I have a good relationship with both my parents”. 
“I have just one brother, we have a good relationship, we speak a lot even though he is far away, 
we trust each other, we have a beautiful relationship, we call each other every day, a beautiful 
relationship. I don’t understand what it means ... if my father ... maybe there were secret, but I 
don’t remember because my father for four years hasn’t been xxxxxxx”. 
“Anyway, the relationship with my little brother, say that he didn’t know my father, because he left 
when he was just a few months old, so their relationship was born when he came back home. So 
he couldn’t compare the past situation with the present one.. My mother was always around 
seeing lawyers and looking after her children. Yes, he's changed in a negative way, he has too 
many prejudices about people, he's almost paranoid”. 
 “Then I came home and I saw my mother and the others who were crying, screaming. My brother, 
the eldest, took me in his arms and held me in a strong hug, then I heard that my father was dead. 
At first I couldn’t accept it, I tried to find a reason for all that pain, but I couldn’t. The pain was too 
great, and I was just a little girl, I was eleven”. 
 

We noticed that the children belonging to the 17-28 range are the ones who have a positive 
relationship with their fathers; they talked about the special bond they have with their dads; they 
also claimed they firmly believe in the innocence of their fathers and they don’t consider them 
responsible for the decision to become members of “Cosa Nostra”. 

The words of the people selected describe a very positive paternal  figure, caring and attentive 
fathers, who have always respected everyone, trying to lead their children, and young people in 
general (as one of the interviewees emphasized), on the right way, to prevent them from committing 
bad mistakes. 

Although physically absent, therefore, these fathers are of great emotional importance. The 
idealization of the absent father (Lo verso et al., 1999), a typical feature characterizing the initial 
phase of therapy with adolescents belonging to mafia families, could be understood through a 
careful analysis of what psychologically characterizes young people belonging to range17-28. 

It is interesting to note that the young people belonging to this age group usually have to deal 
with the search for their own identity and are involved in a socialization process. It is, therefore, a 
complex and significantly difficult phase of their lives in which they have to build up "an image of 
themselves as individual and as a part of a social group" (Menarini & Pontalti; 1993). Building your 
identity is not simply a sterile acquisition of rules or social values; the person has to be willing to 
evaluate, in terms of emotional meanings, the logic of the change. 

But what is the role of family at this developmental stage of the subject? 
If this transformation process happens inside the social group, on the other hand family has 

the important task of attributing value to the social interactions and of providing cultural bases for 
the children. 

In other words it is family that transmits norms and values that will be useful to live and 
interact in the world “outside”, to socialize and to find other dimensions of life. 

Family “has a fundamental role in the transgenerational transmission of the values system [...], 
it is the element that provides interpretative codes and which conditions the assimilation of them” 
(Menarini & Pontalti; 1993). 

Teenagers, however, can still process and question the cultural background provided by their 
families, thus developing a creative capacity, that is to say, developing the ability to create 
something that is more of what was transmitted to them, giving their personal contribution. 

Actually, this process of deconstruction and construction is functional to the formation of the 
individual identity: the subject, during the difficult path that will lead him to shape his own identity, 
will have to choose between accepting, totally complying with, the cultural bases within which 
he/she has been educated, using in his/her life the  norms and values transmitted by his/her own 
family, or revisiting what learned in a creative way building up his/her internal groups (autos) 
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(Napolitani, 2006; Lo Verso, 1994; Lo Verso, 89). 
In this regard Napolitani (2006) argues that identity is the product of an insertion of external 

psychological elements on the individual's psyche, with all its peculiarities, its natural disposition, its 
cognitive and expressive potential. 

The insertion of "non -self" parts, which is pathological in the case of the biological identity and 
often cause of the phenomenon of rejection (graft), is functional and important for the psychological 
identity. Precisely for this reason man is, according to Napolitani (2006), a "being in relation with"; 
being also the product of more “groupalities”. This term is used to emphasize that each of us 
constantly internalize different group contexts, from the first one which occur more frequently, 
namely the family. Family predisposes for the newborn children a kind of script that they will have to 
learn and interpret during the course of their existence. 

Very often, however, family expectations become a cage from which it is difficult to escape. 
And this is particularly true for the Mafia families, in which trying to disengage is considered as 
treason, a sort of denial of the family roots and an effort to acquire values different from  those 
provided by the family context; that is  the reason why "untie", in these families, is so difficult. 

There is here an analogy with another concept usually used for different contexts: the conflict 
of loyalties.  

Conflict of loyalty is that feeling experienced by a child when he has to choose between two 
divorced parents, when he has to take a position that will put him inevitably against one of the 
parties. 

The same situation is to be faced by those teenagers who have to choose between the family 
values to be accepted passively  or  the values proposed by the society in which they live and meet  
the other teenagers. 

Having not yet acquired the ability to deal with contradictory, distinct and often conflicting  
parts of the their self,  teenagers wander looking for certainties and strong reference points. 

Therefore,  three distinct relational configurations might be described: the social teenagers 
who want to be recognized by and comply with the society in which they live, detaching themselves 
from their families; the family teenagers, devoted to their family group, unrelated to the social world 
(belonging to a “fundamentalist” type system, such as Cosa Nostra, these teenagers have great 
difficulties to  disengage from family expectations on them);  and finally, the teenagers in transition,  
who, live in an ambiguous, undefined position because they are unable to find the way to combine 
the commonly accepted values with those of their families (Profita et al., 2007). 

The latter category seems to be representative of some of Mafia families’ children. Till a few 
years ago, however, most of Mafia families’ younger members belonged to the second category of 
the the family teenagers:i.e. they  passively accepted what the family taught them, blocking, 
therefore,  an important stage in the process of the creation of a personal identity. Family provides 
its members with the tools to learn how to classify events and to create among these meaningful 
connections. However, if the individual does not try to develop his/her own ability to reach a real 
social autonomy, he/she runs the risk to remain entangled into the family context, in a world already 
thought for him/her by others. 

In this regard, the literature tells us that it is impossible or even unthinkable for these 
teenagers to leave the Mafia families in order to be part of some other social unit (Giunta et al., 
2016). And it is sure that detaching from the strong Mafia family connections, opposing its binding 
codes transmitted by the family members and developing the ability to think in a different way, 
creates anxieties and conflicts, can create fear and anxiety and even cause deep divisions. 

However, our research provides some partially divergent results, drawing a dividing line 
between what happened in the previous generations, and what happens today. 

Whereas in the past the young belonging to a Mafia family could not break free from it, it is 
now easier to have the feeling to be part of the general society, having the perception to be 
“normal” and not different from the others. 

This is also partly due to the changes concerning the “roles” within the family: such as the role 
played by the mother, once a sort of guardian of family honor and today a significant figure for 
these children in their effort to be part of the general society. She is the one who gives her love to 
her children unconditionally, despite the difficulties. The absence of the husband "obliges" the 
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mother to assume a role of paternal transmission of rules and values, legitimating her authority. 
This is an important and innovative aspect, if we think that in many Cosa Nostra families the 

uncle was invested of the task of “educating” the children in the absence of the father (Giunta et al., 
2016).  

Despite what has been said, for the children of the 17-28 range the Mafia is considered as an 
absolutely phenomenon. The younger children consider themselves as totally alien from Cosa 
Nostra world, even if they do not have any criticism towards their families, they seem unable to 
admit any responsibility of their fathers, not the involvement of their families in a mafia system 
which they feel very distant from their lives. 
 

 
 
Map 2. Family area: relationship between children, family and Mafia phenomenon to the range 39-
62. 
 
Unlike younger children (range 17-28), those in the 39-62 range show a greater awareness about 
their being part of Mafia and about the position of their fathers in this criminal organization. 

Further evidence of this is the emotional distancing that emerges from their words which 
clearly has a defensive purpose. In fact, it is by using an intellectual perspective that they manage 
to distance themselves from a world still close to them. 

Children belonging to the 39-62 range have highly conflictual relationship with their fathers. 
Disengaging from the familiar mafia, or colluded with the Mafia world, giving a new 

significance to the system of values learned within their family context have been difficult and 
painful for them, but their courage and determination have allowed them to not surrender to the 
threats and violence. After a long time, overcoming their anger, they could also re-evaluate the 
paternal figure. 

In this regard another aspect of interest is that the children belonging to the 39-62 range, 
describing their current family situations, talk about happy and serene contexts, whereas they have 
an totally different perception of their family of origin. The children belonging to the 17-28 range, yet 
instill living within the family of origin, describe situations of great suffering. 

The most significant elementary contexts extracted are:  
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“When you were talking a few minutes ago about the human aspect of the Mafia… but where is 
the human aspect of the Mafia, for an example xxxxxx as a mafioso  had to refuse the ritual of 
Mafia oath just to try to recover a minimum of humanity on this thing here. Because, for sure, my 
father was killed there, see, he didn’t die in a "car accident”, he was killed”. 
“A bad dream, right. I imagine a catastrophic landscape in some ways always referring back to 
that, what the mafia does, a landscape that I just cannot describe; the ugliness that is the ugliness 
of this veritable landscape made up of blood, misery, arrogance, indifference, roguery, illicit 
enrichment”. 
“Ok let’s talk about the human aspect of this thing, that is, for example, the figure of my father, 
afterwards we reevaluated him  because in the last period of his life some things  happened ...  
things which others did to him in some ways, because we, even after he was ... even after his 
death … we had considered  him as a tyrant, the person who repudiated xxxxxxx”. 
“Revenge not only victory, we can talk about revenge because a person performing a certain kind 
of activity, who is able to keep alive the figure of a killed brother, in this case of xxxxxx, keeping it 
alive in the true sense of the term, because the regime's culture tried to remove this figure, which 
is very inconvenient”. 
“About the fact that I mentioned a few moments ago, because this is a country dominated by the 
mafia culture, here the mafia culture dominates, but it dominates in a certain way, that is our 
culture, the culture of legality, of civil engagement, of the break with the Mafia belongs just to a 
minority and xxxxxx is just that, people that still are unable to understand”. 

 

 
 
Map 3. Values for the range 17-28 and the differences with the past ones 
 
The map is characterized by words that are related to the 17-28 generation and refer back to the 
family context (marry, help, live, uncle, marriage, family, keep away, respect, children, familiar, 
church, live, courage, wife, maternal, death). 

The analysis that follows, gives us the opportunity to understand how the values attributed to 
the family have changed from generation to generation. 

In fact, the values that the younger children attach to family are completely different from 
those that once characterized Mafia families. In the past for Cosa Nostra "the honor, intended as 
the male control on the faithfulness  of a woman, was untouchable (an unfaithful woman, whether 
wife or girlfriend, was to be killed); having relationships with or being relatives of members of law 



ISSN 2039-2117 (online) 
ISSN 2039-9340 (print) 

Mediterranean Journal of  
Social Sciences 

Vol 9 No 1 
January 2018 

          

 199 

enforcement was taboo ("cornuto and sbirro"- in Italy it is a way to insult someone whose wife was 
unfaithful; “sbirro” is a depreciative term used for “cop”-was the worst insult that a mafioso could 
receive and in this case he was entitled to kill, on the spot, the who had dared to offend him in this 
manner); homosexuality was a mistake to be totally banned and the education of the children, 
especially daughters, followed very strict and precise standards, and  adoption was rare in this kind 
of families" (Lo Verso & Lo Coco, 2003). 

But today, there is, as it seems, a greater flexibility. In fact, the interviews with the cooperating 
witnesses reveal a different view on these changes, "marriage and family life must be consensual, 
children can be autonomous, cops do their honest work, divorce is a problem concerning only the 
couple involved "(Lo Verso & Lo Coco, 2003). As it appears from the most significant elementary 
contexts the children belonging to the 17-28 range have opinions in line with such an emancipation. 

 
“[...] because it is a horrible context; nowadays, my father can talk, because before even with us 
he couldn’t. Today he tells us, “when I started to be part of this organization, the values, say 
“values”, were the respect, which was for an example that you had to leave your wife alone even if 
she was pregnant and about to give birth if any of these men of honor needed you, you had to 
help them”. 
“I would love to get married with my boyfriend, and I have a job that would engage me only in the 
morning in order to be able to finally do what I want and also in the future to dedicate myself to my 
children. About separation I think it's a good thing, because if two people do not get along, it is 
better that you leave rather than continue to fight”. 
“About adoption I think it’s a good thing. I’m not married, but if I realize that I can’t have my own 
children, I think I’ll adopt a child right away, because for me family with children is important, even 
if it's not your child, but if you adopts him or her when he/she is very little”. 

 
A further element of interest is that some of the words used by participants (for example: 

typical expression, community center, school, fighting etc …) were influenced by the questions 
asked by the interviewer: "What does the saying “ Nuddu ammiscatu cu nenti” (Sicilian expression 
which literally is “Nobody mixed up with nothing”) mean?. " 

"Nuddu ammiscatu cu nenti" is a typical Sicilian expression in which there are two negatives: 
nobody and nothing. This expression is used to describe an individual who counts for nothing within 
the mafia organization; one that is thought to have no “honor” and that therefore "doesn’t deserve to 
live." 

Through the analysis of this item we have the opportunity to understand if the Mafia children 
still support or not the Mafia idea of a hierarchy in terms of “honor” among different subjects, in 
other words if they agree with the idea that there are "men of honor "and men who can be 
considered as “Nobody mixed up with nothing”. 

In this regard the children belonging to the 39-62 range consider this expression a typical 
mafia expression; they seem not to agree with the meaning of this expression and despise those 
who do; people's dignity cannot be trampled, the feeling of respect towards the others is an 
important value; no man can be considered "nuddu ammiscatu cu nenti." 

The interpretations given by the children belonging to this range are clear and unambiguous 
and, above all, very different from those provided just a few years ago by people close to the mafia 
world. 

In a sense, these children are witnessing a decline of the traditional idea of strength related to 
Cosa Nostra. The father, who became a cooperating witness or is missing because was killed or 
hides to avoid imprisonment, leaves a void filled with disillusionment about the principles of which 
he was the guarantor; if the children are still young, the only thing which remains is the affection 
and the idealization which are due to a father, not related to his being a member of the Mafia 
organization. 
 

 Conclusions 4.
 
Comparing the two ranges (17-28; 39-62) and taking as a reference the six transpersonal levels it 
has been to better understand the perception these “children of Mafia” have of their relationship 
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with their family and with society as a whole. When the values learned within the family context are 
significantly different from the values commonly accepted by the rest of the society, the subject may 
experience a strong ambiguity.  

The analysis of the interviews conducted in this research shows that younger children (range 
17-28) seem to be still strongly influenced by their families and distant from the values of the 
general society. For them, their families and the "known" context are reassuring elements, 
emotionally closer to them. What is "not known", the world outside their family context, is perceived 
as alien, different and distancing. 

On the contrary, the children belonging to the 39-62 range seem to be closer to the values of 
the “outside world”, of society in general. Unlike the younger children, they possess strong civic 
principles and values which are against Mafia; they seem to be aware of having been part of this 
criminal organization and to try to distance themselves from it. 

This empirical research, thanks to the testimonies of the Mafia children, offers a cross-reading 
of the phenomenon giving us the chance to understand how the phenomenon has been changing 
over time in its values, its hierarchy of roles, in other words in its structure. 

The Mafia families find much of their strength and their power within their structure, in the 
differentiation of roles and in the transmission of their values. 

Today we are witnessing a complex change that has started from the family (Francini, 2014) 
context and then has also affected the social domain: the father figure considered as man “of 
honor” has been more and more challenged by the sentences imposed by the courts and by the 
public opinion that describe these “men of honor” as a criminal. Moreover, the forced absence of 
the fathers has given more liberty to the mothers who have taken on, over time, a more important 
role in the care and in the education of the children. 

These children while trying to build up their identity  were asked to choose whether or not to 
comply entirely with the mafia values which have been transmitted to them by the family, or 
embrace new values disengaging from the family; i.e. they have had to choose between the 
“known”, the family, and what is not known, the general society. 

This choice as we can imagine is particularly difficult. In fact, in the past there was  no record 
in  literature of such a choice, which was considered impossible for mafia children. 

In recent years the situation has been changing: more and more young people, in fact, are 
able to distance themselves from their own mafia family background to be part of the social world 
by embracing the same values of the others. 

Given the results obtained, this study assumes an important value, if we think about the great 
difficulty in finding such a sample of subjects who are not usually helpful and willing to cooperate. 
And this difficulty is even more comprehensible if we think that, within the mafia context, the code of 
silence is generally respected as it would be an indisputable, even if unwritten, law. 

Silence, indeed, is a basic element of the Mafia influence and identity which draws its strength 
from the absence of communication: silence, that is not talking about mafia and about its members, 
is, on the one hand, one of the main internal strengths of  the mafia phenomenon and, secondly, a 
barrier of defense from everything that is external to the phenomenon itself. The code of silence, in 
other words, is useful to safeguard the interests of those who constitute this criminal organization. 
Those who break this code become an accomplice of “the outside”, of the State, and  are 
considered, therefore, as enemies by  Mafia and by its members.  The Mafia organization will 
consider them as "infamous", the same judgement is given about the ones who collaborate with 
police, precisely because they broke the silence: they are said to have "spit in the dish in which 
they ate"; they are sort of traitors, having broken  the supreme law of silence. 

That said, it is easier to understand why it was difficult and challenging to find Mafia children 
willing to "talk", to tell their stories and to talk about their choices 

The people of the sample, in fact, have over time been subjected to this law, to its strength. All 
of them have experienced on within themselves the strength of the embrace of their "families", 
within which one feel protected but also isolated. However some of them have been able to break 
through this defensive wall, breaking the silence, which is still one of the most important laws of 
survival of the mafia itself.  
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 Limitations  5.
 
We consider three significant limitations to these findings. First, the sample is not large: this is due 
to the fact that it is very difficult to find Mafia children willing to speak of their story.  

Second, the international bibliography is poor: few are indeed the authors who deal with 
Mafia, outside the Italian context. For these two reasons, conducting a study on Mafia children is 
really difficult. 
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