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Types of Criminal Organizations
As stated above, it is essential that law enforcement recognize that organized crime is 
not synonymous with the Mafia. In this section, we begin with a brief discussion of the 
Mafia followed by discussion of other types of criminal organizations, including outlaw 
motorcycle gangs, prison gangs, and urban street gangs.

The Mafia
The origins of the Mafia are unclear. One opinion is that the Mafia evolved as a ninth-
century response to Arabic domination of Sicily. Another view is that the Mafia evolved 
in Palermo, Italy, in 1282 as a political organization to free Sicily from French domi-
nation. The group’s rallying cry was “Morte alla Francia Italia anela” (“Death to the 
French is Italy’s cry”). The acronym of this pledge is MAFIA.106 The true origins of the 
term Mafia are convoluted by assorted use and personal preference.107 Some of the most 
common references are listed in Table 14.2. Originally, the Mafia was similar to an 
extended social family. While not necessarily related by blood, members were related by 
home village and Sicilian nationality. The members took an oath, swearing under pun-
ishment of death to a code of silence. Initially, the Mafia was a self-protection group; by 
the 1860s, however, they had expanded to criminal activities such as smuggling, cattle 
rustling, and extortion.108 While the term Mafia referred to beauty, perfection, grace, 
and excellence, the term Mafioso referred to characteristics of a man, such as pride, 
self-confidence, and an “arrogant” attitude.109

In 1878, the Italian government began concentrated efforts to eliminate the Sicilian 
Mafia. Thus, many Sicilian Mafiosi immigrated to the United States, settling in major 
urban cities such as Boston, Chicago, Kansas City, New Orleans, New York, and  
St. Louis.110 The Mafiosi in the United States were similar to other immigrants. When 
these criminals entered the United States, they assimilated with others but continued their 
criminal activities. From 1890 to the 1920s, the Mafiosi preyed on other immigrants by 
forcing their participation in the protection scam. This was known as La Mano Nero, 
or “The Black Hand.” Soon their activities expanded to other crimes, especially dur-
ing Prohibition.111 Michael Lyman and Gary Potter pose an interesting question: “Does 
the Mafia really exist?” They provide arguments from both positions. From the “yes” 
position, they note that there have been high-profile trials on such “mob bosses” as Al 

TERM DEFINITION

Maffia Tuscan word for misery

Mauvia French word for bad

Ma-afir Arabic tribe that settled in Sicily

MAFIA Mazzini autorizza furti incendi auvelenamenti, or Massini authorizes thefts, arson, and poisons

Mu’afy Arabic word meaning “protects from death in the night”

Mafia The name of a stone quarry in Sicily

I Mafiusi di 
la Vicaria

The title of a play written in 1860 by Guiseppe Rizzotto, The Heroes of the Penitentiary.

Common References to the Term Mafia
TABLE 14.2

Source: Albini, J. (1971). Mafia: Genesis of a legend. New York, NY: Appleton-Century-Crofts, p. 83.

Mafia: similar to an 
extended social family; 
members took an 
oath swearing, under 
punishment of death, to a 
code of silence. It started 
as a self-protection group, 
but by the 1860s expanded 
to criminal activities such as 
smuggling, cattle rustling, 
and extortion.

Mafioso: referred to 
characteristics of a man, 
such as pride, self-
confidence, and a sense 
of “arrogant” behavior.




