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The commitment of Italian universities to education in the field of legali-
ty and to research on the subject of mafias is the main focus of this inves-
tigation edited by Stefano D’Alfonso and Gaetano Manfredi. For the first 
time, data is shown about the overall framework of teaching and research 
activities dedicated to this topic, with twenty-nine scholars from different 
academic disciplines and several universities who come together to reflect 
on the current situation and on the commitment of universities in the fight 
against mafias, highlighting both strengths and weaknesses of the system.
The reflections illustrated here bring to light the dynamic nature of the 
local and cultural context where universities operate as well as the type 
of interaction that these institutions maintain with the national and local 
context. At the same time, it seems clear that great expectations are held 
at various levels in terms of what universities could do, especially with re-
gards to the demand for knowledge about the best ways to fight mafias. 
This research reveals that Italian universities possess a considerable cap-
ital of knowledge which represents a ‘hidden treasure’ to be valued and 
used with the aim of promoting widespread awareness of their role in the 
anti-mafia field.
This book is the result of cooperation between many university professors 
and researchers, the Parliamentary anti-mafia Committee, the Conference 
of Italian University Rectors (CRUI) and former minister of University and 
Research Gaetano Manfredi, under the supervision and coordination of the 
interdisciplinary research laboratory on mafias and corruption (Lirmac) of 
the Department of Social Sciences of the University of Naples Federico II. 
This network of professionals and institutions enabled the construction of 
a significant database where teaching and research activities carried out 
by scholars from different universities can be identified, across about one 
hundred academic disciplines spanning from Sociology to Law, from Histo-
ry to Economics.
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expertise and skills, that the intention is to provide a further stimulus to reflec-
tions, practices and training paths, by opening a new season of awareness and 
responsibility which, starting from research, will impact the development of the 
necessary technical skills.

11.  Geography*

Less than 1% of the total research products on mafia can be ascribed to geo-
graphic disciplines. If indeed ‘geography is what geographers do’, as geographers 
themselves often repeat with veiled sarcasm, the data are compelling: mafia is 
not a subject of interest from the point of view of geography. And it is not incon-
ceivable that some PhD students or young researchers may have diverted their 
research interests elsewhere after being told ‘this is not geography’, as has hap-
pened in the past. But things have changed somewhat, and the current situation 
is, thankfully, different.

On the one hand, in fact, geography is turning increasing attention to studies 
on mafia, as indicated by the data collected in this census, and as shown by the 
XXXII National Geographical Congress (Rome, 7-10 June 2017), which pre-
sented a work session meaningfully dedicated to: ‘Culture, legality, territory: the 
contribution of geography and socio-historical disciplines to studies on organised 
crime’114. On the other hand, as emerged from the aforementioned session, for 
over a decade methods, concepts and techniques typical of geographic disciplines 
have been an integral and inescapable part of academic studies on organised 
crime and mafias, as well as of operational and institutional analyses related to 
investigations and trials. 

One example is the concept of ‘territory’: territorial control is the defining 
feature of mafia according to a widespread and well-established interdisciplinary 
paradigm, shared and interpreted by political and judicial institutions as well. 
Another example is represented by the methods and techniques of crime-map-
ping and georeferencing crime statistics, which have made allowed us to draw up 
ever more precise and detailed cartographic analyses. Not to mention that any 
researcher working in the field, perhaps in community studies, is not only forced 

114  Session proceedings available online here: www.ageiweb.it
*  This paper has been written by Giuseppe Muti.
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to deal directly with the geographical space experienced daily, but is also an ex-
plorer and narrator of the world and its variations, and therefore, etymologically, 
a geographer.

The results of the survey on geography are analysed, organised functionally 
by content and contextualised in a diachronic perspective with respect to recent 
developments in mapping studies and geography itself. The low numbers actually 
allow us to refine the analysis, bringing out interesting perspectives, which could 
perhaps be shared with other disciplinary fields. The geographic research prod-
ucts on mafia included in this registry are just over twenty (25), rising to about 
30 with the inclusion of the most recent contributions, which will be mentioned 
later, and of those that elude the careful scrutiny of this registry for temporal or 
lexical reasons: a short monograph devoted to the relationship between crime 
and globalisation, a couple of articles on the relationship between crime and the 
environment, and a few doctoral theses devoted to confiscated assets and envi-
ronmental crimes. On the whole, two facts emerge clearly: the first concerns the 
academic position of the authors and the second the fragmentary nature of the 
contents.

One-sixth of the geographic research products on mafia was written by staff 
permanently employed in a university at the time of writing; three contributions 
were made by professors, two full professors and one associate professor. Doctor-
al students and external personnel (research fellows, post-docs, etc.) play a key 
role in geographic research on mafia crime and illegal activities. So much so that 
the results of this registry could be interpreted as a map of PhDs in Geography 
(Turin, Padua, Rome, Sannio, Messina), as well as of the sensitivity of PhD 
boards towards the issue of mafia. Some of these young authors are able to enter 
the academic world on a permanent basis and converge into more conventional 
research fields, bringing with them the sensitivity and critical spirit they have 
developed towards the issues of legality.

Almost half of the contributions collected can be attributed to two authors 
and to the universities where they were employed at the time, the Statale in 
Milan and the Sapienza in Rome. Nearly half of the contributions originated in 
Rome universities, especially the Sapienza in its various scientific sections. This 
prevalence is also linked to the substantial and varied offer of PhDs in geography 
in Roman universities. Universities located in Naples, especially L’Orientale, are 
those with the highest number of permanent professors who deal or have dealt 
with mafia crimes, and who have participated in structured national research 
networks.
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Consistently with this fragmented context, the themes addressed by geo-
graphic research on mafia cannot be described as pertaining to recognised and 
recognisable study lines. On the contrary, they denote a certain occasional na-
ture, due not only to the absence of a common and shared project, but also to the 
weakness, if not lack, of a geographical theoretical framework that can serve as a 
reference tool within the discipline and as a chance for discussion with the other 
disciplines involved in studies on mafia.

In a continuum of scientifically contiguous subjects, the environment (deal-
ing with topics such as illegal constructions, energy, waste, ecomafia) has drawn 
the most attention. Several contributions have been produced in collaboration 
with environmentalist NGOs (especially, but not exclusively, Legambiente) with 
which some universities enjoy an intensive and productive collaboration and ex-
change of data, tools, even personnel. A second area of special interest is related to 
transnational criminal networks and their specific activities; a theme straddling 
a fuzzy disciplinary field, linked to political science and internationalism, which 
until the 1990s was associated with international relations, whereas today it is 
increasingly represented as a domain of ‘geopolitics’. Confiscated assets and the 
media representations of mafia are also among the most recent research subjects.

The geographic research products on mafia can be grouped into three main 
historical periods. The first, which could be described as a ‘precursor’ period, 
began in the second half of the 1990s. It featured an integrated series of interna-
tionalist articles on Russian mafias during the difficult post-Soviet transition. It 
was also in those years that a number of non-governmental research centres such 
as the Observatoire Géopolitique des Drogues (Ogd, Paris) and the Observatoire 
Géopolitique de la Criminalité Internationale (Ogci, Liège) began to operate and 
cooperate in Europe. In addition to generating original research, these centres 
managed to establish international research networks involving academia, insti-
tutions and associations115.

The second period, which could be defined as ‘exploratory’ spans the first 
decade of the 2000s and runs until 2013, with both doctoral theses and publica-
tions. During this period, several contributions regarding the environment and 

115  These initiatives have seen the active participation of the following Italian entities: the Do-
cument Centre Impastato from Palermo, which was a stable partner of Paris’ ODG, the Abele 
Group from Turin and the Milan Observatory on Organised Crime in Northern Italy (Omi-
cron).
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environmental crime were published, while a departmental research project at 
the University of Bari studied and assessed the criminal presence on the territory. 
In the same period, an interdisciplinary research group from universities located 
in Naples published a number of original articles offering a preliminary proposal 
for a geographic analysis of mafias, questioning certain key concepts such as 
boundaries, scales and territorial relations.

The third period covers recent years, starting in 2016, and seems to be marked 
by an increasing attention to mafia, in terms of intensity and continuity of re-
search. This is confirmed by the increase in the number of essays in volumes and 
articles in peer-reviewed journals published. In 2017, the aforementioned session 
of the XXXII National Geographical Congress was held. Various specialists in 
spatial studies (urban planners, spatial sociologists, internationalists, cartogra-
phers) participated in even greater numbers than the geographers themselves.

Geography as an academic field in Italy opens up to the interdisciplinary 
study of mafia, and the most recent research products seem to focus mainly on 
three themes. First, the precarious but crucial system of assets confiscation, which 
interests geography both from a statistical-cartographic point of view and from 
the perspective of practical and symbolic territorial relations. Second, the rep-
resentations of mafia and mafia relations, starting with the most widespread and 
visible ones, i.e., those provided by cinema and television, reinterpreted through 
the lens of critical geography. Third, social memory, which, as explained almost 
a century ago by its first and most prominent analyst, Maurice Halbwacks, is 
an eminently spatial fact, insofar as its transmission is guaranteed by the very 
process of social construction of space.

In the last two decades, the social sciences in general and the field of mafia 
studies in particular have undergone a ‘spatial shift’, through which increasing 
importance has been attached to the spatial dimension of social relations and 
to the social production of space; this trend has made it possible to look at the 
territory with new eyes (and new tools), and has constituted a formidable instru-
ment for dialogue between disciplines. In the same period, geography gradually 
opened up to a ‘cultural shift’ that centred attention on individuals and the so-
cial relations that shape the territory; the geography of things was finally joined 
by the ‘geography of values’ that had been advocated by Lucio Gambi since the 
1970s.

The gateway between the disciplines is open and the point of contact con-
sists of their lowest common denominator: the territory. Not the geographical 
map, which is merely a reduced, approximate and symbolic representation of 
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experienced space, but the territory, with the non-Euclidean elusiveness of the 
relationships that create it, in everyday life and over the long periods of history. 
The common objective must be to overcome the more visible and measurable 
aspects, which are distributive in nature and restrict interpretation to the topo-
graphical dimension, and to seek an understanding of real and therefore multidi-
mensional phenomena, such as territoriality, the process of territorialisation and 
the construction of the meaning of places, in order to push research towards a 
new topological dimension.

12.  Demology, Ethnology and Anthropology*

An analysis of the Iris database used for this research (see ch. I above) shows 
that in the last two decades researchers working in Italian universities in the 
M-DEA discipline have published about fifteen scholarly works on the subject of 
mafia. This represents 0.4% of the scientific output of the academic disciplines 
analysed, and just 11 of the 508 total authors obtained by a keyword search116. 
The data concerning ‘related’ disciplines are quite different: a few hundred works 
from the field of History (6.5%), and almost a thousand from disciplines pertain-
ing to Sociology (32.8%). Of course, this discrepancy must be considered in light 
of the different size of the aforementioned fields: the M-DEA discipline has a sig-
nificantly lower number of teachers, researchers, PhD and PhD students, despite 
the considerable number of students enrolled in anthropology degree courses. 
Nonetheless, this alone does not suffice to explain the discrepancy. Even taking 
into account the limited number of scholars involved, Italian anthropology writ-
ings on mafias are clearly few.

A search by keyword clearly shows a situation that is well known to those 
who conduct anthropological research on these subjects. The same can be ascer-
tained through a quick review of the issues published between 2000 and 2020 
by the main Italian anthropology journals. Furthermore, although the Iris da-
tabase primarily includes works by researchers that are permanently employed 

116  Although the database exploration stops in early 2019, this paper also takes into account 
works published in the second half of 2019 and in 2020. This choice is based on the observation 
of a recent (relative) growth in anthropological contributions on the mafias, thus the need to 
consider any transformations currently underway in this field of study.

*  This paper has been written by Antonio Vesco.
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