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Crisis resources

If you are going through a crisis and suicidal ideation comes to you, please do not 
face it alone.

• 988 — 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline. Call or text, 24/7, free and confidential (US 
and Canada).
• 741741 — Crisis Text Line. Text HOME to 741741 to reach a trained crisis 
counselor.
• 116 123 — Samaritans, free, 24/7 (UK and Ireland).
• 911 — in case of immediate danger (US and Canada).

These numbers apply to the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom and 
Ireland. Wherever you are, findahelpline.com lists helplines country by country.

"The difference between a CEO and a godfather is the suit. Barely."

— Robert D. Hare, creator of the PCL-R (Psychopathy Checklist-Revised — the 
world's standard scale for measuring psychopathy, scored out of 40 points)
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Disclaimer

This book is a clinical analysis. It neither glorifies nor condemns. It dissects.

The diagnostic hypotheses formulated in this work are retrospective and based on 
public sources: biographies, court testimonies, documentaries, published 
psychiatric evaluations. None of the subjects analyzed was personally examined 
by the author.

The PCL-R scores assigned are reasoned clinical estimates, not formal 
assessments. A valid PCL-R evaluation requires a semi-structured interview lasting 
several hours and access to the complete collateral file. What we offer here is an 
exercise in applied analysis — rigorous in method, cautious in conclusions.

Fictional characters are analyzed as narrative constructs whose behaviors can be 
read through the lens of clinical psychology. Their "diagnoses" are tools for 
understanding, not clinical truths.

This book does not constitute a diagnostic manual in any way. Any person 
experiencing psychological difficulties is encouraged to consult a mental health 
professional.



Introduction — Why analyze the psychology of 
mobsters?

On May 23, 1992, half a ton of TNT exploded under the A29 motorway, near 
Capaci, Sicily. Judge Giovanni Falcone, his wife Francesca Morvillo, and three 
escort officers died instantly. The detonation was so powerful that it registered a 
seismic signal of magnitude 3.

Fifty-seven days later, Judge Paolo Borsellino was assassinated by the same 
method. Via d'Amelio, Palermo. Five additional escort officers.

The man who ordered both massacres, Salvatore "Toto" Riina, watched the 
television news that evening with his family. He ate dinner normally. He slept.

How does a human being order the assassination of seven people — including the 
wife of a man he has never met — and sleep without difficulty? How does a human 
mind compartmentalize violence and normalcy to such a degree?

This is the central question of this book.

What this book is not

This book is not a true crime account (a literary and audiovisual genre dedicated to 
real criminal cases, told in narrative form). There will be no dramatic reenactments, 
no cliffhangers, no morbid fascination. Bookstores and streaming platforms 
already overflow with content that transforms criminals into seductive anti-heroes.

Nor is this book a moral indictment. Moral judgment is the work of judges and 
juries, not the clinician's. A forensic psychiatrist evaluating a defendant does not 
"condemn" him — he describes a psychological functioning. That is exactly what 
we are going to do.

What this book is

An exercise in applied clinical analysis.



Each profile is treated as a case file. We will apply the tools of contemporary 
clinical psychology:

The DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition, 
American Psychiatric Association, 2013) provides standardized diagnostic criteria. 
When we refer to "Narcissistic Personality Disorder" or "Antisocial Personality 
Disorder," we are referring to precise clinical categories with operationalized 
criteria.

The ICD-11 (International Classification of Diseases, 11th revision, World Health 
Organization, 2022) offers a complementary framework, particularly through the 
new dimensional model of personality disorders that replaces rigid categories with 
a spectrum of traits.

The PCL-R (Psychopathy Checklist-Revised, Hare, 1991, revised 2003) remains the 
gold-standard tool for assessing psychopathy. Its 20 items, scored from 0 to 2, 
produce a score out of 40. The diagnostic threshold is set at 30 in North America, 
25 in Europe. We will use it systematically for real profiles.

The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE), developed by Felitti and Anda (1998), 
quantify the impact of developmental trauma — a factor omnipresent in mafia 
trajectories.

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969; Ainsworth, 1978; Main & Hesse, 1990) illuminates 
relational dynamics within criminal organizations, where tribal loyalty often 
replaces the secure attachment absent in childhood.

Structure of the analysis

The book is divided into five parts.

Part 1 lays the theoretical foundations. Before analyzing individuals, we must 
understand the psychological mechanisms common to all mafia profiles: 
compartmentalization, tribal loyalty, rationalization, the founding trauma, and 
narcissism as a driving force. We will then explore the psychopathy spectrum, the 
code of honor as a parallel morality, and childhood as the breeding ground for 
organized crime.

Part 2 analyzes twelve real profiles: Al Capone, Pablo Escobar, Lucky Luciano, 
Griselda Blanco, Toto Riina, John Gotti, Anthony Spilotro, Kazuo Taoka, Amado 
Carrillo Fuentes, Matteo Messina Denaro, Haji Mastan, and Vyacheslav Ivankov. 
For each, we will propose reasoned diagnostic hypotheses and an estimated PCL-



R score.

Part 3 dissects five iconic fictional characters: Tony Soprano, Michael Corleone, 
Walter White, Tommy Shelby, and Gustavo Fring. The goal is not to "diagnose" 
fictional characters, but to analyze what their narrative arcs reveal about our 
collective understanding of criminal psychology.

Part 4 focuses specifically on women in the mafia — wives, accomplices, and 
bosses — an angle systematically under-analyzed in the literature.

Part 5 broadens the frame: why the mafia fascinates us, and what psychological 
levers exist to prevent mafia recruitment.

A methodological note

The retrospective analysis of historical figures is a delicate exercise. We do not 
have clinical interviews, complete histories, or psychometric tests. We have 
biographies — often hagiographic or demonizing —, court testimonies, memoirs of 
turncoats, and sometimes partial psychiatric evaluations.

Each diagnostic hypothesis will therefore be presented as such: a hypothesis. We 
will systematically use conditional formulations: "traits compatible with," "profile 
suggestive of," "PCL-R score estimated between X and Y." Clinical rigor demands it.

That said, the exercise is not futile. Retrospective analysis is a recognized method 
in forensic psychiatry and historical psychology. It has been applied to figures as 
diverse as Adolf Hitler (Langer, 1943), Vincent van Gogh (Blumer, 2002), and Steve 
Jobs (Isaacson, 2011). The goal is not definitive diagnosis but understanding the 
psychological dynamics at work.

The common thread: the normalcy of evil

If this book has a thesis, it is this: mobsters are not monsters. They are human 
beings whose psychological functioning can be described, analyzed, and — to a 
certain extent — understood with the tools of clinical psychology.

This thesis is not an excuse. Understanding is not excusing. A psychiatrist who 
explains the neurocognitive mechanisms of a serial killer does not "justify" his 
crimes. He makes the phenomenon intelligible.

Hannah Arendt spoke of the "banality of evil" regarding Adolf Eichmann. In the 



mafia world, evil is not banal — it is systemic. It is embedded in organizational 
structures, cultural codes, family dynamics. It is transmitted from generation to 
generation, like a genetic patrimony of crime.

It is this machinery that we are going to dismantle, gear by gear.

Let us begin.



Chapter Zero — What Is the Mafia? Definitions and 
Distinctions

Before entering the minds of crime bosses, we must name precisely what we are 
talking about. The word "mafia" has become a catch-all term that everyday 
language applies indiscriminately to any form of organized crime. This is an error. 
The mafia, cartels, gangs, and triads are distinct phenomena — in their structure, 
their culture, their relationship to power, and their psychology.

The Mafia — the State Within the State

The word mafia originally designates the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, born in the latifundia 
of rural Sicily in the nineteenth century. Etymologically, the term may derive from 
the Arabic mahyâs (boastfulness) or the Sicilian mafiusu (handsome, bold, self-
assured).

Clinical definition: The mafia is a criminal organization founded on familial or 
pseudo-familial bonds, a ritualized code of honor (omerta), territorial control, and 
the capacity to substitute itself for the State in the functions of protection, justice, 
and economic redistribution.

Historical origins: Cosa Nostra emerged in post-feudal Sicily in the early nineteenth 
century, when the collapse of the latifundia system left a power vacuum in the 
countryside. The gabelloti — intermediaries between absent great landowners and 
peasants — became the first self-appointed protectors. Italian unification in 1861 
aggravated the phenomenon: the new centralized State was perceived by Sicilians 
as a foreign occupier, and mafia structures strengthened as a local counter-power. 
The first documented use of the term "mafia" appears in 1863, in Giuseppe 
Rizzotto's play I mafiusi di la Vicaria. In 1876, member of parliament Leopoldo 
Franchetti published the first parliamentary report identifying the mafia as a 
parallel power system — not merely a band of brigands.

Iconic figures: Don Vito Guiliano Guiliano is not a mafioso in the strict sense, but it 
is Don Vito Guiliano (1943-1950) who embodies the Sicilian ambiguity between 
social banditry and organized crime. Don Calogero Vizzini (1877-1954), the "last of 
the great rural dons," ruled over Villalba for four decades, dispensing favors and 
punishments with the regularity of a civil servant. In the United States, Lucky 



Luciano (1897-1962) restructured the American Cosa Nostra by creating the 
Commission in 1931, transforming an archipelago of violent gangs into a 
corporation of crime. Carlo Gambino (1902-1976), the quintessential discreet 
godfather, led his family for two decades without ever raising his voice — and 
without ever spending a single day in prison for murder.

Notable event: On May 23, 1992, Judge Giovanni Falcone, his wife Francesca 
Morvillo, and three bodyguards were killed in the Capaci bombing — 500 
kilograms of TNT placed beneath the A29 motorway near Palermo. Fifty-seven 
days later, on July 19, his colleague Paolo Borsellino was assassinated on Via 
D'Amelio in Palermo by a car bomb. Both attacks, ordered by Salvatore "Totò" 
Riina, marked the peak of the strategy of direct confrontation with the State — and 
its breaking point. The public outrage that followed triggered the Palermo Maxi-
Trial (1986-1992, 475 defendants, 360 convictions) and the collapse of the non-
aggression pact between the mafia and the institutions.

Psychological anecdote: Tommaso Buscetta, the first major pentito (informant) of 
Cosa Nostra, told Judge Falcone that he had never once uttered the word "mafia" 
during his entire life inside the organization. Members simply said "Cosa Nostra" — 
Our Thing. Buscetta explained that this absence of a name was deliberate: to name 
is to objectify, and to objectify is to admit the existence of a criminal system. As 
long as Cosa Nostra remained nameless, it did not exist — it was simply the natural 
order of things. This mechanism of linguistic denial is a textbook case of cognitive 
compartmentalization: the absence of a signifier prevents the formation of the 
concept of guilt.

Current state (2024-2026): The Sicilian Cosa Nostra has been weakened by three 
decades of post-Falcone repression. Matteo Messina Denaro, the last great 
fugitive, was arrested in January 2023 in Palermo after thirty years on the run — 
he was undergoing treatment for colon cancer under a false name. Its ranks are 
estimated at 3,000-5,000 active members in Sicily, down from 10,000+ in the 
1980s. The American Cosa Nostra (the Five Families of New York) remains 
operational but marginalized, with revenue estimated at $2-3 billion annually — a 
fraction of what it generated in the 1970s-80s. The organization has refocused on 
low-visibility activities: extortion, online gambling, construction, waste 
management. The strategy of "submersion" — becoming invisible in order to 
survive — has replaced Riina's strategy of confrontation.

Distinctive psychological characteristics:

• Rigid patriarchal structure: the capo di tutti i capi embodies absolute paternal 
authority. Loyalty is vertical, unconditional, and sanctioned by death.



• Ritualization: initiation ceremonies (the punciutu — finger prick, burning of a 
holy image, blood oath), dress codes, coded language. These rituals create an 
identity bond that activates the same neural circuits as religious belonging 
(Inzlicht et al., 2009).
• State substitution: the mafia does not merely violate the law — it replaces it. It 
dispenses justice, collects taxes (the pizzo), offers protection and employment. 
The mafioso perceives himself as a man of order, not as a criminal.
• Transgenerational transmission: one is born into the mafia. The godfather's 
son is raised to inherit. Trauma and loyalty are transmitted like a genetic 
patrimony.

Criminal activities:

• Extortion (the pizzo — a mafia tax levied on shops and businesses within a 
territory).
• Drug trafficking (heroin in the 1980s, cocaine in relative decline — Cosa Nostra 
ceded the European cocaine market to the 'Ndrangheta).
• Construction and public contracts (systematic infiltration of tenders in Sicily 
and southern Italy).
• Waste management (control of landfills and industrial waste transport — the 
"ecomafia" generates €20 billion annually in Italy).
• Online gambling and sports betting (an expanding market since the 2010s).
• Usury (loans at rates of 10-20% per month to struggling shopkeepers).
• Counterfeiting (textiles, food products).
• Human trafficking (illegal immigration across the Mediterranean, labor 
exploitation in southern Italian agriculture).

Money-laundering methods:

• Real estate is the historic vehicle — purchases of land, shops, and hotels in 
Sicily, southern Italy, and abroad (Germany, Spain).
• Restaurants (pizzerias, eateries) allow legitimate receipts to be mixed with 
criminal funds (the classic cash-intensive business model).
• Construction companies serve both as a laundering vehicle and as a source of 
legal income via rigged public contracts.
• Large-scale retail (supermarkets, franchises) absorbs significant capital.
• Shell companies in tax havens (Malta, Luxembourg, the Virgin Islands) round 
out the setup for international operations.

Main organizations: Cosa Nostra (Sicily), 'Ndrangheta (Calabria), Camorra 
(Naples), Sacra Corona Unita (Apulia), American Mafia (Five Families of New York).

The Cartels — the Business of Violence

Definition: A cartel is a criminal organization centered on drug trafficking, 



structured like a multinational corporation, operating primarily in Latin America.

Historical origins: Latin American drug trafficking took off in the 1970s, when 
demand for cocaine exploded in the United States. The first major structured cartel 
— the Medellín Cartel — was founded in the early 1970s by Pablo Escobar, the 
Ochoa brothers, and Carlos Lehder in the industrial city of Medellín, Colombia. At 
the same time, Gilberto and Miguel Rodríguez Orejuela founded the rival Cali 
Cartel, with a more discreet and more corrupting approach. In Mexico, trafficking 
became organized starting in the 1980s, when the DEA cut off Caribbean routes. 
Miguel Ángel Félix Gallardo, the Mexican "Godfather of Godfathers," created the 
first overland cocaine pipeline across Mexico. After his arrest in 1989, his territory 
was divided among his lieutenants — creating the Sinaloa, Juárez, Tijuana, and 
Gulf cartels. This fragmentation has never stopped since.

Iconic figures: Pablo Escobar Gaviria (1949-1993) remains the archetypal drug lord 
— at his peak, he appeared on the Forbes billionaires list (the seventh-richest 
person in the world in 1989, with an estimated fortune of $30 billion). Joaquín "El 
Chapo" Guzmán Loera (born 1957), head of the Sinaloa Cartel, escaped twice from 
high-security Mexican prisons (2001 and 2015) — the second time through a 1.5-
kilometer tunnel dug to his cell, equipped with a motorcycle on rails. Nemesio 
Oseguera Cervantes, alias "El Mencho" (born 1966), leads the Jalisco New 
Generation Cartel (CJNG), which became in ten years the most violent organization 
in Mexico — its territorial expansion between 2015 and 2024 covered a majority of 
Mexico's 32 states.

Notable event: On November 6, 1985, the M-19 commando — financed by the 
Medellín Cartel — stormed the Palace of Justice in Bogotá, seat of the Colombian 
Supreme Court. The siege lasted 27 hours. Toll: 98 dead, including 11 of the 
Supreme Court's 24 justices. Escobar's objective was to destroy the extradition 
files to the United States. The operation illustrates the cartel logic in its purest 
form: no negotiation, no silent corruption — the frontal destruction of the judicial 
institution when it threatens the business.

Psychological anecdote: Escobar burned two million dollars in cash per night to 
keep his family warm while they were hiding in the mountains in 1992. His 
accountant estimated that the cartel lost 10% of its annual revenue to banknotes 
eaten by rats or destroyed by humidity in underground hideouts. For Escobar, this 
loss was an "acceptable operating cost." This detail reveals a relationship to 
money radically different from that of the traditional mafioso: money is not an 
estate to be passed down (the Cosa Nostra view), it is a flow to be maximized. The 
narcotrafficker does not hoard — he consumes, distributes, destroys. Money is 
disposable because life itself is disposable.



Current state (2024-2026): The Sinaloa Cartel, despite the extradition of El Chapo 
(sentenced to life in the United States in 2019) and the 2023 arrest of his son 
Ovidio Guzmán, remains operational under the leadership of Ismael "El Mayo" 
Zambada — arrested in July 2024 in the United States under circumstances still 
debated (likely internal betrayal). El Mencho's CJNG is now considered the world's 
most dangerous cartel by the DEA, with revenue estimated between $15 and $30 
billion annually. Fentanyl has replaced cocaine as the primary product on the North 
American market — Mexican cartels import the chemical precursor from China and 
manufacture fentanyl in clandestine laboratories in Sinaloa and Jalisco. The human 
toll in Mexico exceeds 450,000 narco-related deaths since 2006.

Psychological differences from the mafia:

• Pure economic motivation: the cartel is a business. The mafioso speaks of 
honor; the narcotrafficker speaks of margins. Pablo Escobar did not claim to 
dispense justice — he bought the State directly.
• Instrumental violence vs. cultural violence: in the mafia, violence is codified, 
ritualized, measured. In the cartels, violence is spectacular, excessive, designed 
to terrorize. Decapitations, narcomensajes (messages left on corpses), torture 
videos published on social media — this ostentatious brutality has no equivalent 
in the mafia tradition.
• Absence of a structured code of honor: no formal omerta, no standardized 
initiation rituals. Loyalty is purchased, not sworn. It lasts as long as the money 
flows.
• Mass recruitment: where the mafia recruits through family, the cartel recruits 
through poverty. The sicarios (hitmen) are often teenagers from the poorest 
colonias, recruited as young as 12-14. The psychological profile is different: less 
primary psychopathy, more traumatic desensitization.
• Organizational lifespan: mafia families last generations. Cartels explode and 
reform within a few years, driven by arrests and internal wars. The Medellín 
cartel (Escobar) lasted 15 years. The Gambino family has existed since 1910.

Criminal activities:

• Drug trafficking (cocaine, fentanyl, methamphetamine, heroin, marijuana — the 
core of the business).
• Kidnapping for ransom (an industry unto itself in Mexico — 1,500+ reported 
cases per year, with the real estimate ten times higher).
• Systematic extortion (derecho de piso — a tax imposed on every business in 
controlled zones).
• Human trafficking (Central American migrants toward the United States, sexual 
exploitation).
• Fuel theft (huachicoleo — siphoning Pemex pipelines, 6,000+ illegal taps in 
2018).
• Arms trafficking (from the United States — 200,000+ firearms enter Mexico 
each year).



• Illegal mining (gold, iron — especially in Michoacán and Guerrero).
• Timber trafficking (mahogany, cedar — forests of Chiapas and Oaxaca).
• Port control (Manzanillo, Lázaro Cárdenas — entry points for Chinese chemical 
precursors).

Money-laundering methods:

• Trade-based money laundering (TBML) is the dominant method — over-
invoicing and under-invoicing goods imported and exported between Mexico, 
the United States, and China.
• The peso broker system converts drug-trade dollars into pesos through 
apparently legitimate commercial transactions.
• Real estate (Pacific coast resorts in Mexico, ranches in Sinaloa, properties in 
the United States).
• Construction and tourism-development companies.
• Casinos (Mexico has 400+ casinos, many of them infiltrated).
• Cryptocurrencies (expanding, especially for fentanyl).
• Money orders and wire transfers (Western Union, MoneyGram — Mexico 
receives $60 billion in remesas annually, a fraction of which is disguised 
laundering).
• Shell companies in Central America and the Caribbean.

Main organizations: Sinaloa Cartel, Jalisco New Generation Cartel (CJNG), former 
Medellín Cartel, former Cali Cartel, Primeiro Comando da Capital (PCC, Brazil).

The Gangs — the Brotherhood of Territory

Definition: A gang is a territorial criminal group, usually urban, founded on 
neighborhood belonging, ethnic or racial identity, and a less formalized hierarchy 
than the mafia.

Historical origins: Modern urban gangs were born in the ghettos and barrios of 
major American cities over the course of the twentieth century. The Crips were 
founded in 1969 in Los Angeles by Raymond Washington and Stanley "Tookie" 
Williams, two South Central teenagers who unified neighborhood groups under a 
single banner — the color blue. The Bloods emerged in 1972 as a defensive 
coalition against Crips expansion — red as their identity color. Mara Salvatrucha 
(MS-13) was born in the 1980s in Los Angeles, founded by refugees from the 
Salvadoran civil war. Deported en masse in the 1990s, these members transplanted 
the MS-13 structure into Central America, creating a "boomerang gang" 
phenomenon that turned the Northern Triangle (El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala) 
into a war zone. The Latin Kings, founded in the 1940s in Chicago by Puerto Rican 
immigrants, are the first structured Hispanic gang in the United States.



Iconic figures: Stanley "Tookie" Williams (1953-2005), co-founder of the Crips, 
spent 24 years on death row at San Quentin before his execution by lethal 
injection. In prison, he wrote children's books against violence and was nominated 
for the Nobel Peace Prize — embodying the paradox of the repentant founder. 
Larry Hoover (born 1950), founder of the Gangster Disciples in Chicago, ran his 
30,000-member organization from his federal prison cell, transmitting his orders 
through a coding system hidden in his lawyers' letters. Borromeo Enrique 
Henríquez, alias "El Diablito de Hollywood" (born 1981), turned the Hollywood 
clique of MS-13 into a transnational franchise operating in 10 countries — from his 
cell in a Salvadoran prison.

Notable event: On March 12, 2012, a historic truce between MS-13 and Barrio 18 
was negotiated inside El Salvador's prisons, mediated by Bishop Fabio Colindres 
and the Funes government. The homicide rate dropped 70% within weeks — from 
14 murders a day to 5. The truce revealed that gangs possess more effective 
territorial control over violence than the State: they can switch it on or off at will. It 
collapsed in 2014, and in 2022 President Bukele launched a state of exception that 
imprisoned 75,000 people in two years — the largest mass incarceration in Latin 
America since the military dictatorships.

Psychological anecdote: The Crips developed a "testing" system called jumping in: 
the candidate must be beaten by several members for 13 to 31 seconds (the count 
varies by clique). What is remarkable is not the violence of the ritual — it is that 
victims consistently describe it as the "best moment of their lives." Neurologist 
James Fallon has documented that shared pain and acute stress trigger a massive 
release of oxytocin — the attachment hormone. The gang exploits a 
neurobiological mechanism: shared suffering creates an emotional bond more 
powerful than any verbal oath. It is the same mechanism as military hazing — but 
without institutional oversight.

Current state (2024-2026): American gangs number approximately 1.4 million 
members spread across 33,000 gangs nationwide (FBI, National Gang Report). The 
Crips and Bloods remain active in Los Angeles, but their structure has fragmented 
into hundreds of autonomous cliques — some of which now war among 
themselves, making the label "Crips vs. Bloods" largely obsolete. MS-13 has 
roughly 70,000 members worldwide, 10,000 of them in the United States. In El 
Salvador, Bukele's "iron fist" policy has emptied the streets but shifted the problem 
into mega-prisons (CECOT, the Terrorism Confinement Center, 40,000 capacity). 
French banlieue gangs remain organized around drug trafficking — Marseille, with 
49 fatal score-settlings in 2023, illustrates the intensity of territorial violence linked 
to narcobanditisme, a phenomenon distinct from the American model but 
comparable in its dynamics of young men, confined territories, and early mortality.



Psychological differences:

• Primary identity function: the gang replaces the absent family. For a fatherless 
adolescent (a theme we know well), the gang offers what the home does not: 
structure, protection, recognition, identity. The typical gangster profile is one of 
disorganized attachment (Main & Hesse, 1990) who finds in the gang a substitute 
attachment system.
• Primal territoriality: the gang defends a territory of a few streets. The mafia 
controls entire regions. The relationship to space is radically different — more 
visceral, more immediate, more linked to daily survival.
• Low institutionalization: no codified rituals comparable to the mafia, no stable 
formal hierarchy. Leadership is often charismatic and ephemeral — the most 
violent or most respected member, until his incarceration or assassination.
• Reactive violence vs. strategic violence: gang violence is often impulsive, 
linked to respect (disrespect = death), to immediate territorial conflicts. Mafia 
violence is calculated, planned, rational. Riina waited years before striking 
Falcone — a gangster would have shot within the week.
• Age of entry: 11-16 for gangs, compared to 18-25 for the mafia. This difference 
is critical: the prefrontal cortex of a 13-year-old does not have the capacity to 
assess long-term consequences. Desensitization to violence sets in before 
neurological maturation.

Criminal activities:

• Retail drug trafficking (crack, marijuana, fentanyl, methamphetamine — street 
sales remain the economic core).
• Neighborhood extortion (protection tax on local businesses).
• Armed robbery and burglary.
• Arms trafficking (resale of stolen or legally purchased weapons — the 
secondary market is massive in the United States).
• Prostitution and pandering (MS-13 is particularly active in the sexual 
exploitation of minors).
• Vehicle theft and stolen-parts trafficking.
• Fraud (identity theft, online scams — especially among the more structured 
gangs).
• Racketeering of informal markets (street vendors, unlicensed taxis).
• Contract killings (MS-13's sicarios are used by cartels as subcontracted 
violence in the United States).

Money-laundering methods:

• Neighborhood businesses (cash-intensive businesses — laundromats, 
barbershops, fast-food restaurants, small grocery stores) are the primary vehicle.
• International money transfers (Western Union — Central American gangs use 
remesas to repatriate funds).
• Small-scale real estate (purchasing houses in working-class neighborhoods 
through straw buyers).



• Construction and landscaping companies (common among Hispanic gangs).
• Luxury vehicles and jewelry (storage of tangible value).
• Cryptocurrencies (emerging, especially among the Gangster Disciples and 
Chicago gangs).

Main organizations: Bloods, Crips (Los Angeles), MS-13 (Mara Salvatrucha), Latin 
Kings, Gangster Disciples, French banlieues (less formalized organization but 
comparable dynamics).

The Triads — the Millennial Tradition

Definition: Triads are Chinese criminal organizations whose origins trace back to 
the anti-Qing secret societies of the seventeenth century. The term "triad" refers to 
the symbolic triangle of Heaven-Earth-Man.

Historical origins: The triads trace their roots to the Heaven and Earth Society 
(Tiandihui), founded around 1674 in Fujian province. The founding mythology — 
largely fictional but psychologically operative — tells that 128 monks of the Shaolin 
monastery resisted the (Manchu) Qing dynasty, and that only five survivors 
founded the first secret lodges. The slogan "Overthrow the Qing, restore the 
Ming" (fan Qing fu Ming) served as ideological cement for two centuries. The 
Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864), partly financed by related secret societies, caused 
20 to 30 million deaths — one of the deadliest conflicts in history. After the fall of 
the Qing dynasty in 1912, the triads lost their political purpose and converted to 
pure crime. In Shanghai during the 1920s-1930s, Du Yuesheng's Green Gang (Qing 
Bang) controlled opium, gambling, and prostitution, and openly collaborated with 
Chiang Kai-shek's Kuomintang. The flight to Hong Kong and Taiwan after 1949 (the 
Communist victory) transplanted triad structures into those territories, where they 
flourished in the regulatory vacuum of British colonial rule.

Iconic figures: Du Yuesheng (1888-1951), nicknamed "the King of Shanghai," rose 
from opium-house errand boy to underworld master of Asia's largest city in twenty 
years. His alliance with Chiang Kai-shek culminated in the Shanghai massacre of 
April 12, 1927, when Du's men exterminated Communist militants on behalf of the 
Kuomintang — at least 5,000 dead in one night. Heung Wah-yim, alias "Broken 
Tooth" Wan Kuok-koi (born 1955), boss of the 14K triad in Macau, survived a car 
bombing in 1997 and financed a film about his own life (Casino) while he was a 
wanted man — an ostentatious narcissism unusual for triads. Tse Chi Lop (born 
1963), nicknamed "the El Chapo of Asia," led the Sam Gor syndicate responsible 
for 70% of methamphetamine trafficking in the Asia-Pacific region before his arrest 
in Amsterdam in 2021.



Notable event: On July 21, 2019, dozens of men in white T-shirts, armed with iron 
bars and bamboo sticks, attacked passengers at the Yuen Long metro station in 
Hong Kong, injuring 45 people. The attack, which occurred during the pro-
democracy protests, was attributed to triad members recruited by pro-Beijing 
interests. The incident revealed a historical constant of the triads: their availability 
as a quasi-state strike force. From Du Yuesheng serving the Kuomintang to Yuen 
Long serving Beijing, the triads function as political mercenaries — selling their 
capacity for violence to the ruling power in exchange for tolerance of their criminal 
activities.

Psychological anecdote: During traditional initiation ceremonies, the candidate 
must pass under an arch of crossed swords held by triad officers while the 36 
oaths are read to him. The twenty-first oath prescribes: "If I am arrested and my 
brothers collect money for my defense, I must not misappropriate that money for 
other purposes. If I do, I shall be killed by five thunderbolts." What is striking about 
the 36 oaths is their contractual character — every transgression carries a precise 
supernatural curse (lightning, drowning, snakebite). The system creates a double 
bind: fear of human punishment (the brothers) is doubled by fear of divine 
punishment. The triad exploits Chinese religious syncretism to lock in loyalty at a 
level that the threat of death alone would not achieve.

Current state (2024-2026): Hong Kong's triads (Sun Yee On, 14K, Wo Shing Wo) 
have a combined membership of around 100,000, but their structure has 
fragmented since the 1997 handover. The 2020 National Security Law, imposed by 
Beijing, paradoxically strengthened certain triads that cooperate with the 
authorities while eliminating those that supported the pro-democracy movement. 
The main market is now methamphetamine (yaba, ice) produced in the Golden 
Triangle (Myanmar, Laos, Thailand) — the Sam Gor syndicate alone generated $8 
to $17 billion annually before its partial dismantling in 2021. Taiwanese triads 
(Bamboo Union, Four Seas Gang) remain active in local politics and construction 
markets. Internationally, Chinese-diaspora networks manage migrant smuggling, 
illegal online gambling, and money laundering via casinos — with notable 
expansion in Southeast Asia (Cambodia, the Philippines, Myanmar), where entire 
complexes of scam compounds employ tens of thousands of forced laborers.

Psychological differences:

• Historical and symbolic rootedness: the triads claim a tradition of patriotic 
resistance (overthrowing the Qing dynasty, restoring the Ming dynasty). This 
founding mythology — even when it has become fictional — confers a symbolic 
legitimacy that neither cartels nor gangs possess.
• Extremely codified rituals: 36 oaths of loyalty, elaborate initiation ceremonies 
(ingestion of blood mixed with wine, passage under crossed swords), numbered 



hierarchy (489 = Dragon Head, 438 = Deputy, 426 = Red Pole). The degree of 
ritualization surpasses even that of Cosa Nostra.
• Organizational flexibility: unlike the pyramidal rigidity of the Italian mafia, triads 
operate as networks. Members can belong to multiple groups simultaneously. 
This plasticity makes them more resilient to police operations.
• Different relationship to violence: triads favor intimidation and corruption over 
direct physical violence. The concept of mianzi (face) is central: losing face is 
worse than losing one's life. Violence, when it occurs, is often collective (cleaver 
attacks, choppers) and ritualized.
• Diaspora and globalization: triads operate on a global scale through the 
Chinese diaspora. From Hong Kong to Vancouver, from London to Sydney, they 
exploit closed community networks that Western law enforcement struggles to 
penetrate.

Criminal activities:

• Methamphetamine trafficking (yaba, ice — the Golden Triangle produces more 
meth than any other drug).
• Heroin trafficking (in relative decline, replaced by synthetic drugs).
• Illegal gambling and online casinos (a multibillion-dollar market targeting the 
Chinese diaspora).
• Human trafficking (illegal migration from China to Europe, North America, and 
Australia — snakeheads charge $30,000 to $80,000 per person).
• Prostitution (massage-parlor and karaoke networks in Chinatowns worldwide).
• Counterfeiting (watches, bags, luxury clothing — production in Guangdong, 
distribution worldwide).
• Extortion (racketeering businesses in overseas Chinese communities). Scam 
compounds in Southeast Asia (triads participate in the infrastructure of scam 
factories in Myanmar and Cambodia).
• Trafficking in protected species (ivory, rhino horns, pangolins — transit 
networks through Hong Kong).

Money-laundering methods:

• Casinos (Macau is the largest gambling market in the world — seven times Las 
Vegas's pre-COVID revenue).
• Real estate (Hong Kong, Vancouver, Sydney, Auckland, London — diaspora 
networks invest massively).
• International trading companies (import-export between China, Southeast Asia, 
and the West — over- and under-invoicing are endemic).
• Junket networks (VIP gambling operators who bring wealthy Chinese players 
to Macau and Cambodia — the junket is a laundering mechanism disguised as 
hospitality).
• Jewelry shops and the jade trade (Hong Kong is the world's jade hub).
• Underground banking (informal transfers between China, Hong Kong, and the 
rest of the world).



Main organizations: Sun Yee On, 14K, Wo Shing Wo (Hong Kong), Bamboo Union 
(Taiwan).

The Yakuza — the Honor of the Outcast

Definition: The Japanese yakuza (gokudō) is a criminal organization unique in the 
world for its degree of institutionalization. Until the 1990s, yakuza operated openly: 
identified headquarters, business cards, official magazines.

Historical origins: The origins of the yakuza trace back to the Edo period 
(1603-1868). Two founding lineages coexist in yakuza mythology: the tekiya 
(itinerant peddlers who controlled markets) and the bakuto (professional gamblers 
who ran gambling houses). The term "yakuza" is said to come from the card game 
hanafuda: ya-ku-za (8-9-3), a losing hand — the outcast defines himself by his 
losing hand. The 1868 Meiji Restoration and Japan's rapid industrialization created 
an urban proletariat from which the yakuza recruited. After 1945, Japan's defeat 
and the American occupation opened a power vacuum that the yakuza filled — 
controlling the black market, protecting street markets, mediating labor disputes. 
The Japanese government tolerated, even encouraged, this function of informal 
social regulation during the decades of reconstruction. The Yamaguchi-gumi, 
founded in 1915 in Kobe by Harukichi Yamaguchi as a dockworkers' union, became 
under the leadership of Kazuo Taoka (from 1946 onward) the largest yakuza 
organization in Japan, with tentacles in construction, entertainment, and finance.

Iconic figures: Kazuo Taoka (1913-1981), the third kumicho (boss) of the 
Yamaguchi-gumi, transformed a local union of 33 members into an organization of 
13,000 men covering all of Japan. Nicknamed "the Bear," he imposed near-military 
discipline and survived an assassination attempt in 1978 (a bullet to the neck fired 
by a member of a rival gang). Yoshinori Watanabe (born 1941), the fifth kumicho, 
modernized the Yamaguchi-gumi in the 1990s by restructuring it as a business 
conglomerate — the kumi (sub-groups) functioned as franchises, remitting a 
percentage to central headquarters. Kenichi Shinoda, alias Shinobu Tsukasa (born 
1942), the sixth kumicho, is the last "classic" boss — fully tattooed, he served six 
years in prison for weapons possession and presided over the 2015 split that cut 
the Yamaguchi-gumi in two.

Notable event: In August 2015, the Yamaguchi-gumi — the world's largest yakuza 
organization — split apart. Thirteen of its seventy-three affiliated clans seceded to 
form the Kobe Yamaguchi-gumi, under the leadership of Kunio Inoue. The official 
cause: the Kobe clans accused headquarters (dominated by the Kodo-kai clan of 
Nagoya) of confiscating too much revenue. The split triggered a series of 



shootings, knife attacks, and arson across Japan — a level of intra-yakuza 
violence unseen since the 1980s. In 2017, a third faction emerged (Ninkyo 
Yamaguchi-gumi), fragmenting the landscape further. Japanese police mobilized 
an additional 20,000 officers. The event revealed that even the most 
institutionalized structure in global organized crime is not immune to fracture when 
money grows scarce.

Psychological anecdote: Yubitsume — the self-amputation of a finger joint — is the 
yakuza's most distinctive ritual. When a member makes a mistake, he cuts off the 
top joint of his left little finger, wraps it in white silk cloth, and presents it to his 
oyabun (boss). If the offense is repeated, he cuts the next joint, then the joints of 
the next finger. This ritual is not an imposed punishment — it is voluntary self-
punishment. The distinction is crucial: the member chooses to mutilate himself to 
express remorse and restore the relationship. Neurologist Takashi Nagao noted 
that yakuza who practice yubitsume show no signs of dissociation during the act 
— they are fully present, fully in the pain. It is an act of voluntary submission so 
profound that it reorganizes the oyabun-kobun (boss-protégé) relationship: the 
blood debt creates an indissoluble bond. The West punishes through exclusion; the 
yakuza punishes through deeper incorporation.

Current state (2024-2026): The yakuza is in continuous demographic decline. 
Membership fell from 184,000 in 1963 to about 22,400 in 2023 (Japanese National 
Police Agency) — the lowest figure ever recorded. The Yamaguchi-gumi remains 
the largest group with about 8,200 members, followed by the Sumiyoshi-kai 
(4,000) and the Inagawa-kai (3,300). The Boryokudan Taisakuho laws of 1992 and 
2011 systematically cut the yakuza off from the legal economy: bans on opening 
bank accounts, buying real estate, or taking out insurance. The aging of members 
is striking — the average age exceeds 50, and recruitment of young members is in 
free fall. Some former yakuza attempt to reintegrate through programs such as 
Yakuza Taishoku (exit assistance), but full-body tattoos make social reintegration 
nearly impossible in a Japanese society that bars tattooed people from onsen 
(public baths) and gyms. Estimated annual revenue is $6 to $8 billion, mainly from 
construction, usurious lending, and tokuryu (flash crime — phone scams, 
cybercrime).

Psychological differences:

• Origin in social exclusion: yakuza historically recruit among the burakumin 
(Japanese untouchables) and Korean zainichi — populations marginalized by 
Japan's informal caste system. The yakuza is an outcast who rebuilds an identity 
through transgression.
• The body as oath: irezumi (full-body tattooing) and yubitsume (ritual 
amputation of a finger phalanx as a sign of apology) are irreversible physical 



marks of belonging. No other criminal organization demands such radical bodily 
transformation.
• The concept of giri-ninjō: social obligation (giri) takes precedence over 
personal feeling (ninjō). The yakuza acts out of duty to the group, even against 
his own interests. This sacrifice of individuality to the collective is 
psychologically the inverse of Western mafia narcissism.
• Structural decline: the anti-yakuza laws of 1992 and 2011 reduced membership 
from 184,000 (1963) to fewer than 25,000 (2023). The yakuza is the only major 
criminal organization in continuous demographic decline.

Criminal activities:

• Construction and public works (dango — bid-rigging on tenders — is the 
yakuza's historic market).
• Usurious lending (sarakin — loans at annual rates of 40-60%, with intimidation-
based collection).
• Protection racketeering (minbō — extortion of businesses, bars, and clubs).
• Methamphetamine trafficking (shabu — imported from North Korea, China, and 
the Philippines).
• Phone scams (tokuryu — "special fraud" targeting the elderly, 35 billion yen 
per year).
• Illegal gambling (pachinko — the yakuza controls part of the pachinko-parlor 
industry, a $200 billion annual market).
• Pornography and prostitution (clubs in Kabukichō, Susukino, Nakasu).
• Corporate corruption (sōkaiya — racketeering of shareholder meetings).
• Labor trafficking (supplying undeclared workers to construction and shipyards, 
often burakumin or homeless people recruited by force).

Money-laundering methods:

• Real estate is the primary vehicle (Japan's 1986-1991 property bubble was 
fueled in part by yakuza capital — the Kabukichō district of Shinjuku is a 
textbook case).
• Construction and public-works companies (kensetsu — the yakuza controls 
hundreds of small construction firms that serve both as income sources and as 
laundries).
• Pachinko parlors (winnings are converted into tokens, then into cash at an 
adjacent shop — a quasi-legal circuit that churns billions).
• Entertainment companies (talent agencies, clubs, restaurants — the Roppongi 
district of Tokyo is massively infiltrated).
• Stock-market investments (price manipulation via shell companies — 
kabunushi sōkai or hostile takeovers).
• Internationally, the yakuza has invested in real estate in Hawaii, South Korea, 
and the Philippines.

Main organizations: Yamaguchi-gumi, Sumiyoshi-kai, Inagawa-kai.



The Bratva — Post-Soviet Chaos

Definition: The Russian mafia (Bratva = brotherhood) was born among the vory v 
zakone (thieves-in-law) of the Soviet gulags, and exploded during the collapse of 
the USSR in 1991.

Historical origins: The vory v zakone (thieves-in-law) emerged in the Soviet prison 
system in the 1920s-1930s. In the Stalinist gulags, where millions of political and 
common-law prisoners lived together in inhuman conditions, professional criminals 
developed a rigid code of conduct: never cooperate with the authorities, never 
take a legal job, never serve in the army, never have a family. The vor (thief) is 
"crowned" by his peers in a prison ceremony — an election on criminal merit. The 
"Bitches' War" (suchya voyna, 1945-1953) fractured this world: vory who had 
fought in the Red Army during World War II (violating the code) were rejected by 
purists and formed their own factions. The collapse of the USSR in 1991 opened an 
unprecedented space for predation: Soviet State assets (industries, raw materials, 
real estate) were privatized amid chaos, and already-structured criminal networks 
seized entire sectors of the economy. The 1990-2000 decade saw 500 to 600 
business-executive assassinations per year in Russia — the highest rate of 
kontrakt (contract killings) in contemporary history.

Iconic figures: Vyacheslav Ivankov, known as "Yaponchik" (1940-2009), was the 
first vor v zakone sent to the United States by the Bratva to structure operations on 
American soil — arrested by the FBI in 1995, extradited to Russia in 2004, and 
assassinated in Moscow in 2009 by a sniper. Semion Mogilevich (born 1946), 
nicknamed "the most dangerous mob boss in the world" by the FBI, is on the list of 
the ten most-wanted fugitives for a $150 million stock-fraud scheme — he lives 
openly in Moscow, protected by his connections within the Russian security 
apparatus. Aslan Usoyan, known as "Grandfather Hassan" (1937-2013), the last 
major traditional vor v zakone, was shot dead by a sniper in front of a Moscow 
restaurant — his assassination triggered a succession war between Georgian and 
Russian factions that killed more than thirty people in one year.

Notable event: On March 1, 1995, Vladislav Listiev, Russia's most popular television 
journalist and newly appointed director of the ORT channel, was shot twice in the 
stairwell of his Moscow apartment building. He had just announced a moratorium 
on television advertising — a market controlled by mafia interests. The case was 
never solved. It illustrates how the Bratva operated in the 1990s: violence was 
exercised not for territory or honor, but for control of legal financial flows. The 
boundary between crime and unchecked capitalism was abolished — the kontrakt 
is a management tool.



Psychological anecdote: The tattoos of the vory v zakone constitute a complete 
body language, codified over decades within the Soviet prison system. An eight-
pointed star on the shoulders means "I will never wear military epaulets" (refusal of 
military service). A cat tattooed on the chest marks a thief. Church domes on the 
chest indicate the number of prison terms served. A forcibly imposed tattoo — a 
butterfly or a woman's face on the back — marks an inmate who was raped or who 
lost a bet. Criminologist Danzig Baldayev documented more than 3,000 designs in 
his encyclopedia Russian Criminal Tattoo. This system of body markings is a form 
of permanent, indelible résumé: the vor's body tells his entire criminal career to 
anyone who can read the signs. It is also an identity trap — the tattoos make 
leaving the underworld physically visible and socially impossible.

Current state (2024-2026): The Bratva has been profoundly transformed since the 
1990s. Traditional vory v zakone are dying out — most have been assassinated, 
imprisoned, or marginalized by a new generation of criminals integrated into the 
State apparatus. The concept of the "mafia state," theorized by Hungarian political 
scientist Bálint Magyar, describes the fusion of State structures and criminal 
networks in post-2000 Russia. Russian organized-crime revenue is estimated at 
$30 to $50 billion annually, but the distinction with "crony capitalism" has become 
impossible to draw. The war in Ukraine (since 2022) has created new 
opportunities: arms trafficking, sanctions evasion, recruitment of prisoners for the 
front (the Wagner Group recruited more than 40,000 inmates in 2022-2023). 
Internationally, Russian-speaking networks remain dominant in cybercrime 
(ransomware — Conti, LockBit, REvil), cryptocurrency money laundering, and drug 
trafficking in Northern Europe.

Psychological differences:

• Carceral origin: the Bratva's codes were born in the Stalinist labor camps. The 
vory had their own rules: never cooperate with the State, never work legally, 
never have a family. This radical antisocial code is unique in the criminal world.
• Post-Soviet opportunism: the oligarchs of the 1990s are not traditional mafiosi 
— they are businessmen who used violence to privatize State assets. The 
boundary between legitimate business and organized crime is more blurred in 
Russia than anywhere else.
• Violence without ritualization: the Bratva kills with a pragmatic brutality devoid 
of the theatricality of cartels or the ritualism of Cosa Nostra. A kontrakt 
(assassination contract) is executed cleanly, without messages, without staging. 
Efficiency comes first.
• Symbiosis with the State: where the Italian mafia corrupts the State, the Bratva 
is the State in certain regions. The distinction between political power and 
criminal power is sometimes nonexistent — a phenomenon that analysts call the 
"mafia state."



Criminal activities:

• Cybercrime (ransomware — the Russian-speaking groups Conti, LockBit, REvil, 
and BlackCat generated more than $2 billion in ransom payments in 2021-2023).
• Drug trafficking (Afghan heroin via Central Asia, South American cocaine via 
European ports, synthetic drugs).
• Arms trafficking (from ex-USSR stockpiles — Kalashnikovs, rocket launchers, 
explosives — flows amplified by the war in Ukraine).
• Pandering and human trafficking (sexual exploitation of women from Eastern 
Europe and Central Asia in Western Europe and the Middle East).
• Extortion (krysha — "roof" — protection imposed on businesses).
• Theft of fuel and raw materials (oil, gas, metals — plundering of State 
resources).
• Financial fraud (Ponzi schemes, stock manipulation, bank fraud).
• Smuggling (tobacco, alcohol, diamonds — African blood diamonds transited 
massively through Antwerp via Russian-speaking networks).
• Contract killing (kontrakt — murder-for-hire as a commercial service).

Money-laundering methods:

• Cryptocurrencies are the fastest-growing vector (the Hydra Market mixing 
service, shut down in 2022, had processed $5 billion).
• Global luxury real estate (London — the term "Londongrad" refers to the influx 
of Russian capital into property in Mayfair, Knightsbridge, and Kensington; also 
Dubai, Cyprus, Montenegro, and the French Riviera).
• Shell companies in tax havens (Cyprus, the British Virgin Islands, Panama — 
the Panama Papers and Pandora Papers revealed thousands of structures tied to 
Russian capital).
• Baltic-state banks (Estonia's Danske Bank processed €200 billion in suspicious 
flows between 2007 and 2015, mostly of Russian origin).
• Professional sports (soccer clubs in Europe, MMA clubs).
• Art and antiquities (an opaque market by nature).
• Trade in precious metals and stones (gold, diamonds — via the Dubai and 
Antwerp exchanges).

The Albanian Mafia — The Clans of the Kanun

Definition: Albanian criminal clans are structured around the fis (family clan) and 
governed by the Kanun of Lekë Dukagjini, a medieval code of laws that codifies 
honor, vendetta (gjakmarrja), and hospitality.

Historical origins: Albanian organized crime emerged amid the collapse of Enver 
Hoxha's communist regime in 1991. Albania, closed off from the world for 45 years 
under Europe's most isolationist dictatorship, plunged into chaos. In 1997, the 



collapse of financial pyramid schemes (Ponzi schemes that had absorbed the 
savings of 70% of the population) triggered an armed uprising — military depots 
were looted, 650,000 weapons ended up in circulation, and the country descended 
into anarchy. It was in this vacuum that the clans took shape, drawing on the 
ancestral codes of the Kanun of Lekë Dukagjini, a fifteenth-century compilation of 
customary laws that has governed social life in the mountains of northern Albania 
for five centuries. The Kosovo War (1998-1999) accelerated the phenomenon: the 
clandestine networks of the KLA (Kosovo Liberation Army) converted their military 
logistics into trafficking infrastructure — weapons, heroin, human beings. In a 
single decade, Albanian clans went from Balkan marginality to the forefront of 
European organized crime.

Iconic figures: Daut Kadriovski (1957-2001), from North Macedonia, built a heroin 
network linking Afghanistan to Western Europe via Turkey and the Balkans — his 
organization handled 4 to 6 tons of heroin per year before his assassination in 
Skopje. Klement Balili (born 1969), nicknamed "the Escobar of the Balkans," ran an 
industrial-scale cannabis network from Albania's southern coast (Sarandë) — 900 
tons of marijuana produced in the village of Lazarat, which The Guardian called a 
"marijuana republic." Naser Kelmendi (born 1964), nicknamed "the Pablo of the 
Balkans," ruled heroin trafficking in Kosovo and Bosnia for two decades before his 
2013 arrest in Kosovo — authorities took eight years to locate him even though he 
lived openly in Pristina.

Notable event: In June 2014, the Albanian army and police launched Operation 
"Force of the Law" against the village of Lazarat in southern Albania. The village of 
4,000 residents alone produced the equivalent of €4.5 billion worth of cannabis per 
year — half of Albania's GDP. Security forces deployed armored vehicles, 
helicopters, and 800 men. Residents, armed with Kalashnikovs and rocket 
launchers, resisted for five days. The operation destroyed 102 tons of cannabis 
and hundreds of underground greenhouses. The episode illustrates the level of 
territorial control the clans wielded: an entire village functioned as an autonomous 
criminal enterprise, with its own armed forces, just 40 kilometers from the capital.

Psychological anecdote: The Kanun prescribes that a man's house is inviolable — 
even a sworn enemy who enters it must be protected and fed. This rule of absolute 
hospitality (mikpritja) coexists with the obligation of vendetta (gjakmarrja): the 
same man you feed tonight, you must kill tomorrow once he leaves your house. 
This psychological double bind — protecting and killing the same individual 
depending on spatial context — creates a structural, compartmentalized mental 
functioning. Albanian sociologist Ismet Elezi has documented that in the northern 
regions, children learn from the age of 5-6 to distinguish the contexts of hospitality 
and vendetta. Morality is not universal but situational — an early training in 



compartmentalization that criminal psychology finds across all mafia profiles, but 
which here is culturally codified and transmitted as an educational skill.

Current state (2024-2026): Albanian clans are classified by Europol as Europe's 
top criminal threat. They control 40 to 60% of Western Europe's cocaine market, 
having negotiated direct deals with Colombian cartels and Calabrian 'Ndrine — 
eliminating middlemen. The ports of Antwerp (Belgium) and Rotterdam 
(Netherlands) are the main entry points, with record seizures of 100+ tons of 
cocaine per year. Albanian groups number about 3,000 to 5,000 active members in 
Europe, organized into family cells of 10 to 30 people. Their competitive advantage 
remains ethnic closure — Europol notes that no successful infiltration by a non-
Albanian agent has ever been documented. Cannabis remains an important 
market, with production having shifted from Albania to Spain, Belgium, and the 
Netherlands. Human trafficking (prostitution, labor exploitation) represents an 
estimated €2-4 billion in annual revenue.

Psychological differences:

• Ultra-violence as cultural norm: blood vendetta is a sacred duty. The Kanun 
prescribes that the murder of a clan member must be avenged — indefinitely. 
Entire families live in confinement (in blood) for generations.
• Absolute clan loyalty: the structure is more closed than Cosa Nostra. 
Admission is strictly ethnic and familial. Albanian clans are considered by 
Europol as the most difficult criminal organizations to infiltrate.
• Control of the routes: Albanian clans dominate heroin trafficking (the Balkan 
route) and cocaine trafficking into Europe. They have supplanted Cosa Nostra 
and the Camorra in several markets.
• Estimated PCL-R profile: 22-30 — instrumental psychopathy, no gratuitous 
cruelty but extreme brutality when necessary.

Criminal activities:

• Cocaine trafficking (direct agreements with Colombian cartels and Calabrian 
'Ndrine — Albanian clans control 40 to 60% of the European cocaine market).
• Heroin trafficking (the "Balkan route": Afghanistan → Iran → Turkey → the 
Balkans → Western Europe).
• Cannabis production and trafficking (historically Lazarat in Albania, now 
relocated to Spain, Belgium, and the Netherlands).
• Human trafficking (forced prostitution — Albanian networks are the leading 
supplier of victims in Western Europe; labor exploitation in agriculture and 
construction).
• Luxury-vehicle theft (organized network Germany/Switzerland → the Balkans 
→ Africa/Middle East).
• Cigarette and alcohol smuggling (via the Balkans).
• Protection racketeering and extortion (within Albanian and Kosovar 



communities in Europe).
• Weapons (the Balkans remain Europe's arsenal — weapons from the Kosovo 
War still circulate massively).

Money-laundering methods:

• Real estate in Albania, Kosovo, and North Macedonia (the property boom in 
Tirana and Pristina is partly fueled by criminal capital — entire neighborhoods 
built with drug money).
• Construction companies in the Balkans.
• Restaurants and hotels in Western Europe (pizzerias, cafés, hotels — 
especially in northern Italy, Switzerland, Germany, and the United Kingdom).
• Car-rental companies and car washes (high cash turnover).
• Informal money transfers (via family networks — not a formalized hawala but 
an equivalent system based on clan trust).
• Investments in Albanian coastal tourism (the Albanian Riviera — Sarandë, 
Vlora, Durrës).

Nigerian Criminal Fraternities — The Shadow Brotherhoods

Definition: Nigerian criminal organizations (Black Axe/Neo Black Movement, 
Supreme Vikings, Buccaneers) were born in the university fraternities (cults) of the 
1970s-80s, transformed into transnational criminal networks.

Historical origins: Nigeria's first university fraternity — the Pyrates Confraternity — 
was founded in 1952 at the University of Ibadan by future Nobel laureate in 
literature Wole Soyinka and six classmates. Its original purpose was elitist and 
progressive: to fight tribalism and conformism within the colonial university. The 
movement radicalized in the 1970s under successive military dictatorships (Gowon, 
Obasanjo, Buhari, Babangida). New fraternities emerged: the Supreme Vikings 
Confraternity (1972), the Buccaneers (1972), Black Axe / Neo Black Movement 
(1977). The turning point came in the 1980s: Nigerian universities, overcrowded 
and underfunded, became arenas of violence. The fraternities turned into armed 
militias controlling the campuses — drug distribution, extortion of students, rival 
assassinations. Military dictators, particularly Sani Abacha (1993-1998), used the 
fraternities as shock troops against pro-democracy student movements. After the 
1999 democratic transition, the fraternities were banned from campuses but 
reconverted into transnational criminal networks, exporting their model to Europe, 
North America, and Asia.

Iconic figures: John "The Beast" Ikeokwu, historic leader of the Neo Black 
Movement in the 1990s, turned the fraternity from a university group into a criminal 
network spanning 15 countries — drug trafficking, fraud, human trafficking. Don 



Wanny (Donatus Nwaturuocha, 1970-2017), leader of the Deebam cult in Rivers 
State, ruled crude-oil theft (bunkering) in the Niger Delta — his group siphoned 
Shell and ENI pipelines directly, generating millions of dollars a month. He was 
killed by Nigerian special forces after a five-year manhunt. Ramon Abbas, alias 
"Hushpuppi" (born 1982), is not a fraternity leader but embodies the new profile of 
the Nigerian criminal: an online scammer specializing in BEC (Business Email 
Compromise) fraud, he stole more than $300 million from victims before his arrest 
in Dubai in 2020 — he flaunted his luxury lifestyle on Instagram (2.5 million 
followers) while running his scams.

Notable event: In September 2022, Interpol launched Operation "Delilah," the 
largest coordinated operation against Nigerian organized crime. 75 countries were 
mobilized, with 103 simultaneous arrests, including 34 members of Black Axe/Neo 
Black Movement in South Africa, Italy, and Ireland. Investigators discovered that 
Black Axe had penetrated European financial institutions through members 
recruited in Italian universities — Nigerian MBA students who, once employed at 
banks, facilitated laundering from the inside. The operation revealed the scale of 
the transformation: Black Axe is no longer a campus cult — it is a transnational 
financial network whose members hold positions in banks, law firms, and public 
administrations across Europe.

Psychological anecdote: Nigerian fraternity initiation ceremonies include an 
element unique in global organized crime: the use of juju (traditional sorcery). The 
candidate must drink a mixture of rooster blood, alcohol, and herbs prepared by a 
babalawo (traditional priest), then swear an oath before an altar. The oath includes 
a curse: if the member betrays, the spirits will strike him with madness, illness, or 
death. This supernatural mechanism is remarkably effective psychologically — 
even educated members with Western university degrees report authentic terror at 
the thought of breaking the oath. Nigerian psychiatrist Oluwole Jegede has 
documented cases of members developing psychosomatic symptoms (paralysis, 
temporary blindness) after considering cooperation with the police. The belief 
need not be "rational" to be neurobiologically operative: fear conditions the body, 
independent of what the intellect "knows."

Current state (2024-2026): Nigerian organized crime is present in more than 80 
countries. The FBI estimates that Nigerian-origin BEC (Business Email 
Compromise) fraud cost victims worldwide $2.7 billion in 2022 — and that figure 
reflects only reported cases. Nigerian human-trafficking networks (prostitution, 
domestic exploitation) are the leading source of identified victims in Europe — 
12,000 to 15,000 Nigerian women are exploited in prostitution in Italy alone. 
Methamphetamine trafficking to Southeast Asia (via the Lagos and Johannesburg 
hubs) is expanding rapidly. In 2023, Nigeria's EFCC (Economic and Financial 



Crimes Commission) arrested more than 3,000 online-fraud suspects — a fraction 
of the actual volume. The organizational model remains that of a decentralized 
franchise: each cell operates autonomously, connected to the network by 
fraternity bonds and juju obligations, but without central command. It is this 
absence of a head — combined with the supernatural terror that locks in loyalty — 
that makes these networks resistant to dismantlement.

Psychological differences:

• Intellectual origins: a fact unique in global organized crime — these 
organizations were born in universities. The founders were students — not 
Sicilian peasants or favela kids. The profile is more cognitive, more manipulative, 
less impulsive.
• Syncretic ritualism: ceremonies blend Yoruba traditions, voodoo, and Western 
symbolism (Freemasonry). Rituals sometimes include elements of juju (sorcery) 
used to terrorize victims and ensure member loyalty.
• Cybercrime: the Yahoo Boys (online scammers) and Nigerian BEC (Business 
Email Compromise) networks generate billions of dollars. It is the only major 
criminal organization where the keyboard has replaced the gun as the primary 
tool.
• Global expansion: presence in 80+ countries, with autonomous cells operating 
without central supervision — a model resembling a commercial franchise.

Criminal activities:

• BEC fraud (Business Email Compromise — Nigerian networks are the world 
leader, with $2.7 billion in reported losses in the United States alone in 2022). 
Romance scams (online sentimental fraud targeting Western victims on dating 
sites).
• Drug trafficking (cocaine from South America, methamphetamine produced in 
Nigeria and exported to Southeast Asia, Afghan heroin via East Africa).
• Human trafficking (forced prostitution — 12,000 to 15,000 Nigerian women 
exploited in Italy alone; domestic exploitation in Gulf countries).
• Crude-oil theft (bunkering — pipeline siphoning in the Niger Delta, estimated at 
400,000 barrels/day).
• Counterfeit medicines (Nigeria is the world's leading producer of fake 
medicines — antimalarials, antibiotics).
• Insurance and welfare fraud (networks operating in Europe and North America).
• Advanced cybercrime (phishing, malware, online banking fraud).

Money-laundering methods:

• Real estate in Nigeria (Lagos, Abuja — the Nigerian property market is 
massively fueled by undeclared funds) and abroad (London, Dubai, Atlanta).
• Money transfers (money mules — accomplices who receive fraudulent 
transfers into their accounts and redistribute them — are recruited en masse, 
often students).


