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Foreword

Donald Sassoon

The Hollywood treatment of the mafia has largely been centred on male roles. Women existed, if at all, as sexy decoration, dutiful wives, very occasionally as reluctant accomplices, rarely as rebels. They seldom participated in the actual organization and development of the criminal business. Ombretta Ingrascì’s path-breaking study engages the reader in a far more complex perspective. Her fascinating account shows how women succeeded in breaking the ‘glass ceiling’ even in a traditional criminal organization such as the Italian mafia. This is bound to raise eyebrows. It shows that the mafia and ‘its’ women have managed both to build on their traditional values (the so-called ‘code of honour’, the misogynistic commitment to ‘family values’) while at the same time adapting to major social and cultural changes.

For historians, criminal organizations constitute a problem. When gangsters meet they do not keep minutes, do not write down their plans, avoid anything that might leave traces, and, outside of their circles, try to disguise their accomplishment. The secret services may prevent historians from examining their own archives for thirty, fifty, even one hundred years, but, eventually, when everyone concerned is dead, archives are open and (some) truth comes out. Even some terrorist groups keep documents in the hope that history will ‘absolve’ them or glorify them. But mafiosi do not keep archives. Direct observation cannot be used, for obvious reasons. So what are the sources? Luckily for historians, the police and the judiciary intercept conversations, extract confessions, put criminals up for trial, convene witnesses and, once the criminals are in prison, keep up the surveillance. So far so good, but what is needed is to unveil the even less visible face of the mafia, what goes on in the family, the language mafiosi speak, the feelings they have. This can only be done through oral sources, by interviewing witnesses and those who collaborated with the law. Ombretta Ingrasci comes up with the goods, and admirably so.

She has been able to use long interviews, and not just with women but also with the mafiosi themselves, as well as with lawyers, politicians, journalists and social workers, during a period of more than twenty years. Her ‘prize witness’ was a woman ‘Rosa N.’ whom she first interviewed in 1998, who used to belong to the ’Ndrangheta, the Calabrian mafia, and who had spent many years in jail.

Two factors facilitated the increasingly important role of women in the Italian mafia:



1.The success of police operations over the last thirty years has meant that many mafiosi have ended up in prison and others have been forced on to the run. The absence of men has led to the advancement of women. The process is similar to that which occurred during the two world wars when women entered, though often only temporarily, the work force to replace men who had been drafted into the armed forces. In an organization were trust is essential, vacancies cannot be filled by ‘normal’ recruitment. The job must be done by someone you can rely on, someone you can trust, a member of the ‘family’. When the godfather is away or dead, the godmother can take over.

2.Over recent decades the mafia has moved from extortion rackets to the drug trade and the laundering of money. Extortion required aggressive and violent men able and willing to threaten shopkeepers, entrepreneurs and politicians. Drug dealing and money laundering, however, are jobs that required brain more than brawn; they can thus be perfectly well done by increasingly educated women (some even become qualified accountants), able to take advantage of freedom of movement (which they did not have in the past) and better able than men to appear inconspicuous and thus less likely to be investigated by the authorities. As Ombretta Ingrascì explains: ‘the development of the role of women in the mafia cannot be understood without taking into consideration the bigger picture, i.e. the general changes in the condition of women which have occurred in Italy since 1945’.



The author (who maintains an admirably dispassionate tone throughout the book) also eschews the cliché of women as permanent victims: many played a crucial role passing on the mafia code within mafia families – just as they often do in society at large, especially in religious-minded groups. There is a certain female complicity in teaching gender inequality. Many women consider violent and oppressive male behaviours ‘normal’ and correct: they have been socialised to accept the entire cultural ideology of male dominance.

Traditionally, in southern Italy having a working woman in the family was regarded as embarrassing: it showed that you were poor. Besides, once women were out and about you could not control them. If mafiosi used their wives and daughters for work once belonging exclusively to men it meant the clan was weak. But even the mafia has had to adapt to new times. The ridiculously named ‘honour code’ – ‘gangster rules’ would be a better label – had to be modified.

None of this should imply that, somehow, ‘women’s lib’ has reached the mafia. Fathers, brothers and even cousins continue to control women and are the perpetrators of ‘honour’ related violence. If you can’t trust a woman to be faithful to her husband, you can’t trust her not to go to the police.

Take the case of Lea Garofalo, who was killed in 2009 at the age of 35 by her husband, drug boss Carlo Cosco. In 1996 he was arrested by the police and Lea took advantage of the situation to run away with her daughter, hoping for a better and less dangerous life. Carlo Cosco could not accept her decision, not because he loved her but because Lea’s behaviour had brought him shame and ridicule. As soon as he left prison, he busied himself with organizing her murder. Fearing for her life and for that of her daughter, she sought the help of the police, but she made the mistake of believing in Carlo’s promise that he would take care of their daughter economically and agreed to meet him. She was killed and her body dissolved in acid.

Another woman, Francesca Bellocco, had an extra-marital affair with an ’Ndrangheta member. She was killed by her own son, Francesco, who was following a ‘family tradition’. This murder contributed to the Bellocco family’s prestige as local criminals. Francesco is now in prison, probably still convinced that he had upheld the family ‘honour’ by killing his own mother.

‘Godmothers’ can be involved in drug trafficking as couriers, dealers and even bosses while the appalling treatment of women continues, just as in wider society we can have women prime ministers coexisting with a lamentably high level of domestic violence, abuse and murders.

Yet women involved in the mafia, as this engrossing book shows only too well, are not always victims. ‘Godmothers’ may well end doing what ‘godfathers’ do: killing to protect the ‘business’ and pass on to their children the mafia culture within which they have grown. After all, escaping one’s past, one’s environment, one’s family has never been easy.
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Note on the text

Some of the cases analysed in this book regard people whose criminal trial has not yet been completed or who have been acquitted. Their stories have been reported for knowledge purposes and therefore they have a mere historical-documentary value that goes beyond any judicial evaluation.

Some names of persons mentioned in the book have been substituted with pseudonyms for security or privacy reasons.



Introduction

Public representations of mafia women tend to portray them either as ‘godmothers’ or as victims. This volume aims to question these two stereotypical views by reconstructing a more complex picture. For this purpose, it will understand mafias as organizations involving not only criminality, but also economic, social and cultural aspects; it will avoid compressing mafia women’s experiences into static and homogeneous analytical categories; and, it will treat gender as the product of both sociocultural structures and unconscious processes.

In Italy, four mafia-type organizations exist, referred to as Cosa Nostra, the ’Ndrangheta, the Camorra and the Sacra Corona Unita. Originating in the south – respectively in Sicily, Calabria, Campania and Apulia – they later spread to Northern Italy, as well as abroad.

These underground organizations are made up of various clans, show different structures – from hierarchical to horizontal, use violence and corruption to control a given territory, and are totally embedded within their surrounding socioeconomic and cultural context. Among the lower classes, they easily appeal to a great number of workers by offering job opportunities. At the political level, they bind themselves tightly to administrators by threatening them or offering them electoral votes in exchange for public resources. In financial and business milieus, they are welcome because they bring illegal funds to launder.

One of the main assets of mafia associations is their ability to maintain traditional values and at same time adapt to wider economic and sociocultural changes.1 This is quite evident from the ability shown by mafias in keeping traditional ideology – grounded on the law of silence, the code of honour and vendetta – alive and well, while taking on the entrepreneurial features required to enter new criminal and legal markets.

When referring to these associations, their multifaceted nature, as briefly described above, suggests we use the expression ‘mafia system’.2 This allows us to grasp the main fabric of mafia associations, i.e. an integration between criminal, socio-economic and cultural dimensions, and a corresponding combination of ideological and organizational traits. Women’s condition, roles and functions make this interweaving quite explicit. This is because on the one hand they have played historically important functions in the household, which is the context where the cultural aspects of the organization are nurtured, and on the other they have been increasingly employed in the criminal sphere. Basically, they occupy the space between the family and the clan’s affairs, which in mafias tends to be blurred.

Despite this twofold, crucial position held by women within the mafia system, they cannot be considered as a specific group of people. Following the intersectionality approach, it is important to remember that women’s experiences are shaped not only by gender, but also by other social identity categories.3 In the case of mafia women, differences in their condition depend on socioeconomic and demographic variables, as much as on other factors including, for instance, the criminal organizations to whom they belong, their family origin, the types of kinship they have with male mafia members and the latter’s degree in the ranks of the organization and, no less important, their own personality.

For these reasons the stories and lives related in this work must be read as biographies that are fundamentally unique and thus cannot be treated as paradigmatic cases.4 However, we can recognize that they share some practices in situations5 that, being recurrent, enable us to grasp and illustrate certain tendencies, dynamics and mechanisms that seem to characterize the mafias in terms of gender norms, functions and relationships, and are also revealing in terms of women’s acts and feelings.

In order to maintain a fecund and dynamic relation between the single life history and the general conditions of women in the mafia system, one would do well to give the utmost importance to the following warning: ‘it is a mistake to picture attributes like gender as toxic capsules full of norms and interpretive schemas that individuals swallow whole and that lodge intact in their psychic structure … But it is also a mistake to picture attributes like gender as systems of social and economic opportunities, constraints, rewards, and penalties that never impinge upon individual identity.’6

Avoiding these two mistakes is necessary when exploring the nexus between gender and agency in relation to women’s experiences in the mafia system. Indeed, it is advisable to employ a balanced approach that allows us to represent mafia women as subjects who are neither totally autonomous nor passive. This work has identified different kinds of agency performed by mafia women, including conformist, compliant and transformative ones. Women express the former agencies by supporting the mafia through enhancing its ideology and carrying out pivotal activities for the organization’s survival or growth, and display the latter type of agency by abandoning the mafia system.

Exploring the inner side of the mafias – where women largely remain – is a challenging undertaking. Direct observation is out of the question because mafia groups are secret and criminal. The main sources available are those produced by law enforcement institutions, including investigative reports and judicial files (indictments, acts and rulings). They contain many primary sources (i.e. transcriptions of intercepted conversations and electronic surveillance carried out within the prison system) that are highly useful in reconstructing these practices in situations. However, analysing these primary sources, drafted by police officers and magistrates, has to be done with caution, insofar as they show an institutional view of the mafia that is aimed at underlining the criminal aspects of the phenomenon.7

Moreover, life within the household and its cultural foundations emerges very rarely in judiciary sources, because acts in the private sphere are not criminally chargeable. To reveal the more invisible face of the mafia, one must turn to oral sources, including interviews with witnesses and collaborators with justice.8

The main source of this work is an interview with a woman, Rosa N.,9 who used to belong to a family that was part of the ’Ndrangheta organization. I interviewed her in 1998, five years after she decided to turn state’s evidence at the age of thirty-six. Her tale revealed in advance many issues related to the condition and role of women in the ’Ndrangheta that were later confirmed by other testimonies that emerged in the 2000s. I also interviewed men who collaborated with justice, in order to grasp both perspectives, female and male.10

In conducting the interview with Rosa N., which was an ‘open-ended dialogue’,11 I was not only a researcher aware of creating and producing a document based on a life story, but also a woman listening to the story of another woman. This dual identity of the researcher is not a drawback in collecting oral sources, but rather an advantage because it allows one to create ‘the conditions in which the object of research enters into the process as an active subject’.12 By recognizing ‘the objects of the research as subjects in their own rights’, the researcher is able to use life stories and life histories for academic purposes without making ‘the research relationship an exploitative one’.13 Such an approach enabled me to develop a collaborative and interactive relationship with Rosa N.14 The way I carried out the interview was conditioned by my concern over the ethical dilemma of treating a life story as one of the sources of my research, as was my interpretation. However, my moral doubts allowed me to remain an observer who takes nothing for granted and shows respect when interpreting the words offered by the informer.

This internal information was combined with that contributed by experts on the topic, including public prosecutors, politicians, local journalists, lawyers, priests and social workers, who I interviewed during a period of time covering twenty years.15


This book is set out in six chapters. The first will trace the main characteristics of the two organizations on which this volume focuses, Cosa Nostra and the ’Ndrangheta. It will look into their methods, activities and different structures and will furthermore highlight those aspects that are most relevant in understanding the functions and condition of women within these two organizations. Cosa Nostra and the ’Ndrangheta’s activities developed along quite similar lines. Since the 1970s, their criminal operations have moved mainly towards drugs, a business that enabled them to gather a considerable amount of capital. This financial accumulation brought about a need to launder the money and enter legal markets. Both the drug trade and these economic investments opened up jobs for women, who were considered useful since being female made them inconspicuous and less likely to be discovered by the police. Additionally, the fact that they were increasingly educated and had more freedom of movement than in the past, as a consequence of the wider process of female emancipation, made them precious pawns for the criminal organizations. Indeed, the development of the role of women in the mafia cannot be understood without taking into consideration the bigger picture, i.e. the general changes in the condition of women which have occurred in Italy since 1945. The second chapter will thus outline two areas of change that proved pivotal for the transformation of female positions in Italian society, the labour market and social customs. In Italy, women’s presence in the workplace increased during the Second World War and went through a phase of decline from 1945 until the late 1960s. A new period of growth occurred in the 1970s. Interestingly, the legitimate world and the mafia system show many similarities in their use of the female workforce.

This chapter will stress the contradictions emerging from the process of women’s emancipation undergone by Italian society, marked both by gender equality achievements in terms of education and rights, and by high level of violence against women, especially in the domestic environment.

The mixture of change and continuity characterizing the path taken by women in Italian society after the Second World Word had an impact on mafia organizations. This is because Mafia associations are not detached from society. Basically, changes and continuity in the position of women in terms of the labour market and social customs had a twofold influence on women belonging to the mafia system. On the one hand, they facilitated female participation in the criminal arena. On the other, they made women more aware of their subordinate condition, thus driving them to distance themselves from the system. Changes in the field of the female labour market and in social customs provided women with the means to perform the types of agency mentioned above, whether conservative and compliant – which contributed to perpetuating mafia organizations – and transformative – which led women to oppose the male mafia system.

After these two introductory chapters, the volume starts to look specifically at female involvement in the mafia system. Although women cannot hold formal positions in mafia-type associations, they have been engaged indirectly and directly, as Chapters Three, Four and Five will explore.

The third chapter deals with indirect female participation influenced by the code of honour, which requires women to behave correctly in order to preserve men’s respectability, which in turn has a significant effect on male mafia careers. The regime of honour under which some mafia women fall not only indicates what behaviour and attitudes are male or female, but also sets out how one should act, and what one cannot do. If women deviate from honour rules, they must be punished. The ’Ndrangheta might call for the death penalty for women who drift from its code of honour (i.e. if they have an extra-marital affair or talk with the police). The solution of honour killing is a path used to restore a family’s reputation after an event that has tarnished its name. In other words, if deviant female behaviour has dishonoured the family, it has the duty to prove to the entire community that it can defend its own pride, whatever the cost, even if this involves sacrificing its own daughters, sisters or wives.

Above and beyond their representative nature, restrictive and violent honour-related practices make it clear that the female body is used by members of mafias to display the power of the organization and its ability to control and punish those who breach the rules.

Indirect female participation is also evident when women are objects exchanged in arranged marriages. The third chapter will thus also illustrate the relevance of the policy of marriages within mafia culture and organizational strategies. The female participation reconstructed in Chapter Three seem to characterize the ’Ndrangheta more than Cosa Nostra, and the past more than the present.

The fourth and fifth chapters will deal with the direct participation of women, respectively, in the private sphere and the criminal arena. Women play crucial roles in transmitting mafia principles within mafia families, along with the other members of a kinship group. The son-mother and the daughter-mother relationships will be investigated emphasizing female complicity in teaching gender inequality and the law of the Father. The family will be understood as a pivotal device for a mafia organization, which contributes to shaping men and women’s mentality and behaviours into ones that serve the association’s activities aimed at wealth and power. Direct female involvement is also clear when looking at their engagement with vendetta practices, which women traditionally tend to support.

Both transmitting mafia codes and reigning over the custom of vendetta gives women a sort of ‘soft power’, that is, the female authority in using cultural tenets as weapons for enhancing the ideology underpinning the mafia system.

It is impossible to identify when women started to exercise soft power, since this is linked to the private sphere, which is more difficult to study as it does not leave written sources. It is easier to explore the criminal involvement of women, which leaves judiciary traces, even though for many years the police neglected the presence of women in mafias. According to these sources, the involvement of women in the criminal sector of the mafias begun at the time of the mafias’ engagement with drugs, and developed with their increasing need to launder illicit money. Chapter Five analyses the stories of specific women working in the drug business across all levels of the organization, and then looks at the stories of women whose names were used in establishing front companies and registering property and bank accounts, since women generally had no criminal records and were less monitored. It will also deal with stories of women engaged in more sophisticated functions related to money laundering, managing the cash of the clan and carrying out extortion. Finally, it will describe female participation inside the core of the mafia, which ranges from acting as words-couriers between bosses to running mafia clans. This ‘advancement’ has marked Cosa Nostra more than the ’Ndrangheta.

Since the late 1980s, positions of leadership in the mafia have also been delegated to women. As so often before in women’s history, taking over of traditional male jobs occurs out of necessity, in emergency situations. In the last thirty years the Italian government has fought organized crime more efficiently from a
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