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Cosa Nostra: A History of the Sicilian Mafia

The term "Cosa Nostra," translating to "Our Thing," refers to the Sicilian Mafia, an organized crime
syndicate that has shaped the social and political landscape of Sicily and beyond for more than a century.
The roots of Cosa Nostra extend deep into Sicilian history, intertwined with the island's struggles for
autonomy, economic hardships, and the influence of foreign powers. This article explores the origins,
evolution, and contemporary challenges of Cosa Nostra, shedding light on its notorious legacy.

Origins of Cosa Nostra

Cosa Nostra's origins can be traced back to the mid-19th century, during a period marked by social upheaval
and the unification of Italy. The following factors contributed to the emergence of this secretive
organization:

1. Historical Context

- Feudal System: Sicily's long-standing feudal system created a power vacuum that led to the rise of local
strongmen, who often resorted to violence to maintain control.
- Unification of Italy: The unification process in the 1860s disrupted the traditional power structures, giving
rise to lawlessness and the need for protection.
- Economic Hardship: Poverty and lack of opportunities led many to join criminal enterprises as a means of
survival.

2. The Birth of the Mafia

The term "Mafia" began to gain traction in the late 19th century as citizens turned to organized crime for
protection against corrupt officials and the law enforcement system. Cosa Nostra initially flourished as a
means to provide security and enforce social order in the face of governmental ineffectiveness.

The Structure of Cosa Nostra

Cosa Nostra is characterized by a hierarchical structure that emphasizes secrecy and loyalty. Its organization
can be outlined as follows:



1. The Family

Each Cosa Nostra group is known as a "family," which is a term that is somewhat misleading as these
groups are not necessarily related by blood. A family typically operates within a specific geographic area
and functions independently while still adhering to the broader codes of Cosa Nostra.

2. Key Roles within the Family

- Boss: The head of the family, responsible for making major decisions and overseeing operations.
- Underboss: The second-in-command, who assists the boss and can take over in their absence.
- Consigliere: An advisor to the boss, often serving as a mediator during disputes.
- Capodecina: A captain who supervises a group of soldiers and enforces the boss's orders.
- Soldiers: The foot soldiers who carry out the family's criminal activities.
- Associates: Non-members who work with the family but do not have full membership.

Criminal Activities

Cosa Nostra has been involved in a wide range of criminal enterprises, which have evolved over time:

1. Traditional Activities

- Extortion: The practice of demanding payment for protection or to avoid violence; known as "pizzo."
- Smuggling: Engaging in the illegal trade of goods, especially during times of economic hardship.
- Murder and Assassination: A method of enforcing silence and loyalty among members and enemies.

2. Modern Criminal Enterprises

With globalization, Cosa Nostra adapted and expanded its operations:

- Drug Trafficking: Involvement in the import and distribution of narcotics, which has become one of their
most lucrative ventures.
- Money Laundering: Using legitimate businesses to conceal the origins of illicit funds.
- Fraud: Engaging in various forms of fraud, including insurance and tax fraud.



Cosa Nostra and Politics

Cosa Nostra's influence extends into the political arena, contributing to widespread corruption and collusion
with public officials. This relationship has evolved over the years:

1. Historical Alliances

- Collusion with Politicians: In the early 20th century, Cosa Nostra forged alliances with local and regional
politicians, using their influence to gain protection and legitimacy.
- Control of Public Contracts: The Mafia often infiltrated public works contracts, ensuring that only their
associates benefited from lucrative deals.

2. Modern Political Influence

In contemporary times, Cosa Nostra continues to exert influence over local politics, often through
intimidation and coercion. The organization has been implicated in various scandals, leading to
governmental crackdowns on organized crime.

Law Enforcement and Anti-Mafia Efforts

The Italian government has fought back against Cosa Nostra through a series of initiatives and legal reforms:

1. The Maxi Trial

In the late 1980s, a landmark trial known as the Maxi Trial took place, resulting in the conviction of
numerous high-ranking Mafia members. This trial marked a turning point in the fight against organized
crime, showcasing the potential for law enforcement to dismantle Cosa Nostra's operations.

2. The Role of Anti-Mafia Prosecutors

Dedicated prosecutors, such as Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino, became symbols of the fight against
the Mafia. Their efforts, however, came at a steep price, as both were assassinated in retaliation for their
relentless pursuit of justice.



Challenges and Current Status

Despite significant efforts, Cosa Nostra remains a potent force in Sicily and beyond. The organization's
ability to adapt and evolve poses ongoing challenges for law enforcement:

1. Fragmentation and Resilience

- Emergence of Rival Groups: The weakening of Cosa Nostra has given rise to rival criminal organizations,
such as the 'Ndrangheta and Camorra, creating a more complex criminal landscape.
- Continued Influence: Cosa Nostra maintains influence over local businesses and politics, perpetuating a
cycle of corruption.

2. Modern Law Enforcement Strategies

Law enforcement has adapted its strategies to combat organized crime, including:

- Increased Cooperation: Collaboration between international law enforcement agencies to tackle drug
trafficking and money laundering.
- Community Engagement: Efforts to engage local communities in the fight against organized crime,
fostering trust and cooperation.

Conclusion

Cosa Nostra's legacy is a testament to the complex interplay between crime, politics, and society in Sicily.
Its history is marked by resilience, adaptation, and an unyielding grip on power. Although significant
strides have been made in dismantling the organization, Cosa Nostra continues to pose a formidable
challenge. Understanding its history is crucial for developing effective strategies to combat organized crime
and restore integrity to the affected communities. The story of Cosa Nostra serves as a reminder of the
enduring struggle between justice and corruption, a battle that continues to this day.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Cosa Nostra' and how did it originate?
Cosa Nostra, meaning 'Our Thing' in Italian, is a Sicilian Mafia organization that originated in the mid-19th



century in Sicily, Italy. It emerged as a response to social and economic instability, where locals sought
protection and control over land and resources.

What role did Cosa Nostra play during the Italian unification?
During the Italian unification in the 1860s, Cosa Nostra capitalized on the resulting chaos and power
vacuum, establishing itself as a dominant force in Sicily by offering protection and enforcing its own laws,
often leading to corruption and collusion with local authorities.

How has Cosa Nostra influenced Sicilian culture?
Cosa Nostra has had a profound impact on Sicilian culture, influencing literature, film, and music. The
Mafia's mystique is often romanticized in popular culture, while its presence has led to a culture of silence
and fear among locals, known as 'omertà.'

What were the main activities of Cosa Nostra in the 20th century?
In the 20th century, Cosa Nostra engaged in various criminal activities including drug trafficking,
extortion, money laundering, arms smuggling, and political corruption, significantly expanding its
influence both in Italy and internationally.

How did law enforcement respond to Cosa Nostra's activities?
Law enforcement's response to Cosa Nostra has evolved over the years, with increased efforts in the 1980s
and 1990s, marked by high-profile trials and the establishment of anti-Mafia laws. The assassination of key
anti-Mafia figures, such as judges Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino, galvanized public and
governmental resolve against the Mafia.

What impact did the Maxi Trial have on Cosa Nostra?
The Maxi Trial, which took place from 1986 to 1992, was a landmark event in the fight against Cosa Nostra,
leading to the conviction of hundreds of Mafia members. It exposed the inner workings of the organization
and marked a significant blow to its power and influence in Sicily.

What is the current status of Cosa Nostra today?
Today, Cosa Nostra remains active but has faced significant challenges due to law enforcement crackdowns
and internal strife. Although its influence has waned compared to its peak, it still engages in illegal
activities and poses a threat to Sicilian society and beyond.
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