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ABSTRACT: In mafia families, children are educated in violence, revenge, and gender stereotypes. 
The research question is: What can be done to guarantee these children the right to education, the right to 
become citizens, to learn democratic values, the right to be men without killing and women without 
obeying? The studies carried out have discovered a possible answer in the recent judgment of the Juvenile 
Court of Reggio Calabria, which has mandated the revocation of parental responsibility in cases in which 
injury to children is proven. These limitations to parental rights have the purpose of allowing institutions 
to stop a system of behavior that is harmful to the proper development of the personality of the child and 
that transmits negative cultural values from father to son. This way can play an important role for democracy 
in creating the context for progressive social change. Man acquires morality from the environment in which 
he grows, so it is really dangerous for children growing up in families in which boys are predestined to 
follow in their father's footsteps and girls are sometimes compelled to marry the sons of other bosses, 
binding separate clans together through blood relations. So, by removal, it is possible for mafia children 
to discover new realities and new way of life, by new structure that connects them to the society. 
Socrates in the Platonic Apology says that laws educate and make better youth generations. 
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Introduction* 
Assuming that the objective of education is the emancipation of the subject in formation, this research 
addresses the problem of compatibility between the educational models popular among families 
belonging to the mafia and educational models seeking to create free, emancipated, and autonomous 
persons. Man acquires morality from the environment in which it grows, but the true evolution of 
morality can be accomplished only through the critical skills learned during the complex phenomenon 
of training. In other words, only if child learns to be critical he can learns to participate consciously in 
the common good.  

Democracy, before being political technique to modify and adapt to social and economic 
changes, it is basically a way of life (Dewey 1888; 1897) that only a critical pedagogy can favor. So, 
if families educate their children using values opposite those of democracy, legality, solidarity and 
the common good, how do you guarantee children the right to education and the right to become 
informed citizens who are integrated into their social context?  

During my research on this subject, I examined the recent judgments of the Juvenile Court of 
Reggio Calabria, Southern Italy, where a judge is pioneering a program to help children of mafia 
families escape from a life of crime by taking them away from their parents at the first sign of 
trouble.  The objective of these judges is to allow children who are growing up in similar contexts 
to learn about other realities in order to undermine the educational models inherited from their 
families of origin. 

Analogous judgments have been taken from the English Courts in relation to the phenomenon 
of minors indoctinated to jihaddist extremism. 

In one importante case (Re M children, 5 March 2014, [2014] EWHC 667 (Fam) , the English 
Judge considered radicalization a significant harm for minors, and defined it as follows:  

* An earlier version of this paper was published in the Review of Social Studies (RoSS), Vol.3, No.2. pp.
45-57.
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"'Radicalising' is a vague and non-specific word which different people may use to mean 
different things.  There is quite a lot of material in this case to the effect that the elder of these 
children are committed Muslims who like to attend, and do attend, at a mosque and wish to 
display religious observance.  This nation and our culture are tolerant of religious diversity, and 
there can be no objection whatsoever to any child being exposed, often quite intensively, to the 
religious practices and observance of the child's parent or parents.  If and insofar as what is 
meant in this case by "radicalising" means no more than that a set of Muslim beliefs and 
practices is being strongly instilled in these children, that cannot be regarded as in any way 
objectionable or inappropriate.  On the other hand, if by "radicalising" is meant, as appears in 
paragraph 12 of the draft addendum report that I have already quoted, "negatively influencing 
[a child] with radical fundamentalist thought, which is associated with terrorism" then clearly that 
is a very different matter altogether.  If any child is being indoctrinated or infected with thoughts 
involving the possibility of "terrorism" or, indeed, hatred for their native country, which is 
England, or another religion, such as Christianity which is the religion of their grandparents and 
now, again, their mother, then that is potentially very abusive indeed and of the utmost gravity." 

It is the same in mafia families: the educational action is abusive. No one should feel free to 
transmit negative cultural to sons and daughters. There are limits to educational freedom and if they 
are exceeded, the State must intervene and guarantee the child the right to be educated to 
democratic and shared values. 

Before to highlight how the State can intervene to guarantee children the right to education, is 
preliminary the examination of the context in which the present research has matured. 

Context and Research Question 
In mafia families, children are educated in the violence, revenge, and gender stereotypes that underpin 
the real strength of the clans, which are organized by families to control entire territories through 
intimidation and oppression. Clans are based on blood ties and on strongly hierarchical and patriarchal 
family models: Men have the power to make any decision concerning their wives and children, and 
women have the task of handing down this familiar pattern. The bond of blood is the real core of the 
mafia, since clans close themselves within their household, leaving out the outside world and its rules. 

The strength of blood ties makes it particularly hard for security forces to penetrate clans. 
While the Sicilian mafia has been undermined by the so-called “Pentiti,” who have collaborated 
with the police and informed on their fellow criminals, the ‘Ndrangheta has not. In the case of the 
‘Ndrangheta, no one helps the police because the mafia is structured on the strength of ties among 
families, who transmit their codes from one generation to the next. 

However, children who grow up in such contexts are entitled, like all children, to be educated 
about the principles of legality, solidarity, human dignity, and alternative standpoints. Italian 
regulations, including Civil Code Art. 315 bis and the international conventions to protect children 
(including the International Convention on the Rights of the Child, which was signed in New York 
on November 20, 1989) recognize children’s right to education.  

Thus, the research question of this study is: How can we ensure the right to education of 
mafia children? One possible answer could be the path chosen by the judges of the Juvenile Court 
of Reggio Calabria, who mandated that, in cases that could be considered parental abuse of children 
among mafia families, the children can be taken away. The purpose of removal is to allow these 
children to meet new realities and so develop a critical capacity towards a lifestyle diverted. 

At this stage, in my opinion, it can be applied the Jack Mezirow’s theory on transformative 
learning. Although the experiences of transformation are not necessarily easy or joyful, can still 
allow the subject to develop high capacities coping. 

The transformation due to removal can be also useful to understand the thinking on trauma, 
with its effects and learning potential. In this sense Levine (1997; 2010), observing the trauma from 
the somatic point of view, both as a biological event that as psychological event, shows that the 
brain is an entity stratified and, as such, capable of continuously renegotiate the meanings of the 
experience. 
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For these reasons I consider essential the experience of removal from mafia families, just to allow 
these guys to try to renegotiate the meanings of reality, otherwise difficult to change. 

The methodological approach used to pursue this question is the case study and review of 
recent judgments of the Juvenile Court of Reggio Calabria, Southern Italy, where Judge Roberto Di 
Bella is pioneering a program to help children who belong to mafia families escape a life of crime 
by taking them away from their parents at the first sign of trouble. To develop a comprehensive 
answer, I examined these judgments and the relevant psychological (e.g. Bruner 1986), pedagogical 
(Bertolini 1965; Mezirow 1991; 1995), and sociological (Bandura, 2000) literature. 

Judge Di Bella’s approach stems from the need to find a way to break the mafia cycle, which 
transmits negative cultural values from father to son. The region of focus, Reggio Calabria, is the 
heartland of one of the country’s most terrible mafia groups: a criminal network known as the 
‘Ndrangheta, which is also the largest cocaine smuggling group in Europe. The sentences arise from 
an analysis of statistical data conducted by the judges of the Juvenile Court of Reggio Calabria, 
which, in the last twenty years, has treated over one hundred  prosecutions of mafia-associated 
crimes and more than fifty cases of murders and attempted murders committed by children, many of 
whom were subjected to harsh prison terms, were killed during family feuds, or have assumed 
leadership of the ‘Ndrangheta.    

The judgments are novel for two reasons. First, they are the first to use pedagogical criteria in 
developing judicial decisions aimed at showing mafia children a world different from the one in 
which they grew up. Second, they draw parallels between classic assumptions of child abuse (e.g. 
beatings, psychological and physical violence) and cases in which children are exposed to violence, 
expected to follow the strict rules of the family, educated in killing and revenge (if they are males), 
or taught to perform the duties of wives and mothers (if they are females). 

Education is seen as the only possibility of deconstructing these children’s deviant 
educational models, and the law may be the only way to support this principle and the value of the 
educational function. This is particularly true if we reflect on the danger of the transmission of 
negative cultural values from one generation to another, following gender stereotypes useful to the 
consolidation of a criminal force. 

The family’s critical role in consolidating the strength of the ‘Ndrangheta is demonstrated by 
the group’s practice of arranging marriages among individuals from different clans in order to 
strengthen relations among mafia families. Marriages, in fact, have a high symbolic value and are 
infused with the idea of the family as a nucleus impenetrable from the outside. For this reason, 
marriages have been repeatedly used to sanction the end of a feud. The ‘Ndrangheta began as a 
structured organization of families, each of which had full power and control over the territory in 
which it operated. These families confidently managed both licit and illicit monopoly activities. 

In my research, I highlighted the danger that exists for children who grow up in ‘Ndrangheta 
families, which stems from the unwritten codes through which these families transmit negative 
values to their children. Because of these codes and values, the sons of mafia bosses, particularly 
the first-born sons, are predestined to follow in their fathers’ footsteps. Similarly, daughters are 
sometimes compelled to marry the sons of other bosses, thus binding separate clans together 
through blood relations. 

The removal from similar contexts, followed by the personalized educational project, thus 
allowing these guys to confront a reality that otherwise would never have known, considered the 
close family environment from which they come. 

Methodology 
The methodology used in this research was a case or document analysis, conducted using the 
judgements of the Juvenile Court of Reggio Calabria. From a scientific point of view, these judgments 
can be framed as documents. A document analysis is a valid method of investigation in empirical 
research, especially when it is integrated with other methods (Gibson & Brown 2009, 65). However, 
since there is no consensus on what can be considered a document (Flick 2014, 377), it is important to 
specify. Here, a document refers to information material on a particular social phenomenon that exists 
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independently of the researcher. It therefore is produced by individuals or institutions for purposes other 
than those of social research: this however you can use it to take possession of their knowledge 
purposes. (Corbetta 1999, 437) 
One of the main benefits of document analysis is that it avoids potential problems related to the 
relational dimensions of other research methods (e.g., in cases of interviewers and interviewees: the 
interviewee looking for approval, the interviewer exerting influence, etc.). At the same time, 
however, in a document analysis, the researcher is unable to explore beyond what is written 
(Corbetta 1999). For this reason, it may be useful to combine document analysis with other types of 
investigation.  

I chose to examine the Italian legislation on the right to education, as expressly expressed in 
Article 315 bis of the Civil Code, and the international law recognizing the same right (i.e., the 
International Convention on the Rights of the Child, which was signed in New York on November 
20, 1989). The studied judgments pertain to the principles of the right to education in both Italian 
and international law. 

I also chose to cross-examine the given documents (i.e., the judgments), which show the 
dysfunction of family relationships in mafia families, with the historical foundations of so-called 
amoral familism. The origins of the familistic culture reside in the history of Southern Italy in 
general and, in particular, in the history of Calabria. The latter was a land of conquest dominated by 
foreign powers. In Calabria, this conquest by foreign powers produced different reactions; however, 
too often, conquered populations shared an atavistic resignation, which is an unconditional 
surrender to the ruler in power. As a result of this history of conquest by foreign powers, the 
Calabrian region lacks the prerequisites for the construction of a culture of the State, especially as 
expressed through an ethos of shared values and justice for all. One symptom of this situation is the 
fact that a significant proportion of Calabrian families pay ‘protection money’ to the ‘Ndrangheta, 
but do not pay taxes to the State. 

Why does this happen? The history of domination and the consequential root of a mentality of 
mistrust towards the state, which is perceived as alien and oppressive, has encouraged the spread of 
a culture of custody and protection via the mafia in order to ensure the survival of individuals, their 
families, and their businesses. This school of thought, labeled ‘amoral familism’ by Banfield 
(1958), has produced a backward society in southern Italy. It has also led to an extremist conception 
of family ties that adversely affects individuals’ ability to associate beyond the boundaries of the 
family and, thus, the collective interest. 

Individuals typically base their actions on maximizing the short-term material advantages of 
their nuclear families, and they assume that all others will behave the same way. This explains why 
the codes that mark the life of the clan are not only symptoms of strength, but also expressions of 
the mafia culture and of the ways of thinking and acting in the context of the clan. 

Proposals for action on mafia children following removals. Re-education projects 
The jointly gathered and stored data show that growing up in mafia families continually exposes 
children to the logics of domination and subjection, with implications for both emancipation and 
cognitive and emotional development. Here, pedagogy and rights merge into a single objective: the 
protection of children. This may extend to the decision to revoke parental responsibility in all cases in 
which the existence of a serious injury to the child, whose needs, desires, inclinations, and feelings are 
crushed by an adult world incapable caring for him or her, is established. 

Italian law gives parents the opportunity and authority to fulfill their duties and fully carry out 
their responsibilities for their children. Parental power and authority are not to be used for their own 
personal interest or the interests of the family or clan; instead, they should be used to develop the 
family’s children. Parental authority is, therefore, power for the child, not power over the child. 
Indeed, such power does not create subjective rights for the parents, but gives them an officium or a 
munus—in which the power is not discretionary but instrumental—to be used for the purposes for 
which the power is given, which is to support an appropriate course of education for the child. 
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What happens, then, if the exercise of power results in injury to the child? What should the law do 
if the conduct of the parent denies the true meaning of the officium conferred by the law and natural 
law? Several pre-judgement measures have been designed to ensure the interests of the child in the 
event of danger; these involve the work of social services and the judiciary. The intervention of the 
Court in the education process is very marginal in terms of the physiology of the relationship 
between parents and their children. Furthermore, with regard to the particular assumptions of the 
differences among spouses regarding pedagogical choices, the law limits Court appeals to only the 
most serious cases. 

The intervention of the Court, in fact, is an instrument of protection marked by the principle 
of minimal invasiveness in the sphere of autonomy which is the family, so much so that the Court is 
prevented from engaging, except in cases of ‘issues of particular importance.’ The law is not 
expected to provide the magistrate with power replacing that of a child’s parents; instead, it confers 
only the power to mediate the power of the parents. That said, it is natural that, in cases of intra-
family pathologies, violence, abuse, and any kind of injury to a child’s mental or physical 
development, the intervention of the Court is not only relevant, but necessary. The State cannot fail 
to guard the rights of individuals, such as children, who do not have adequate means to protect 
themselves independently. 

Thus, the limitation of parental rights has this principal purpose: to allow institutions to stop, 
even temporarily, a system of behavior prejudicial to the proper development of the personality of 
the child or continuous aggression by adults who cause (even unintentionally) irreparable damage to 
the child’s development. 

In this context, the judgments on the children of the mafia are very important because they 
make it possible to intervene at the beginning of a child’s acquisition of the “Mafiosi” mentality. 
When these children are accused of bullying or vandalism, and their families do nothing, the 
Juvenile Court intervenes by taking the children away from their relatives and placing them in 
social services. Social services are indispensable to this decision because they provide necessary 
assistance, support, and supervision, integrating children into community structures outside of 
Calabria that are suitable to their needs. These community structures must include operators who 
are professionally qualified to treat the problems facing mafia children and provide real alternatives 
to the cultures from which these children come. In this context, social services manage the entire 
phase of the placement of a child outside his or her family of origin (i.e., away from Calabria) and 
coordinate rehabilitation projects with family home educators or foster families. 

Such rehabilitation projects are essential for demonstrating the power of education. The 
objective of the Court, indeed, is to show these young children a world different from that in which 
they grew up. Thus, time must reverse its course: from future to past (Bertolini 1967). Only cultural 
contamination and an awareness of other worlds and different ways of life can give mafia children a 
different future, away from crime. If the center of a child’s culture is his or her family of origin and 
its rules, then children may never learn other ways of thinking or acting that oppose the rules and 
roles of their families of origin. Here, the complex relationship between law and education becomes 
evident: The law educates children who would otherwise simply join the law of blood, offering 
them new possibilities for the future. 

Decontstruction of deviating training models through transformative learning. 
Offering these children new possibilities for the future implies that must be implemented strategies 
for deconstructing deviating training models introjected by families. This is what happens after 
removal. The theoretical framework on the basis of which rehabilitative projects are carried out 
after removal is transformative learning, that has the concept of experience as its premise. 
Experience underlies learning, and it is capable of inducing deconstructions and new constructions 
of the self and encouraging the processes of transformation that facilitate the departure of children 
belonging to mafia families from their contexts of origin. 

If we accept the theory that cognition is a biological phenomenon (Bateson, 1973, 1980; 
Lakoff and Johnson, 1999), we can also assume that cognition “is not a representation of an 
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independently existing world, but rather a continual bringing forth of a world through the process of 
living” (Capra 2002, 36). This implies that any study of the mind and consciousness needs to 
incorporate the whole body experience in its field of investigation. 
It follows that ‘transformative learning’ “as any irreversible (emergent) process of sufficiently deep 
creative change in the mental structure and consciousness of any living system” (Amend & Benne 
2012). So, transformative learning is an evolutionary process, “an on-going process of creative 
emergence through which we become who we are: whole and connected to everything that is” 
(Amend & Benne 2012). 

Two great academics of the phenomenon of experiential learning have worked to implement 
the transformative movement: Bertolini (1965) in Italy and Mezirow (1991; 1995) in the United 
States. Both researchers have claimed that every experience that crosses a human being’s path 
causes more or less significant change. By applying this principle, training models should be aimed 
at the rehabilitation of persons who, for whatever reason, have introjected internal dysfunctional 
models and are incapable of developing appropriate relationships with others or society in general. 

Conclusions 
In this interpretation key rights to education, information, and the possession of a minimum income 
become pre-requisites of the democratic process and, thus, of citizenship. The international legal 
recognition of children’s rights makes these rights fundamental and, as such, guaranteed. 

One very significant example of this international legal recognition is Art. 28 of the 1989 
International Convention on the Rights of Children (which essentially incorporates Art. 26 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights). This rule mandates state parties to recognize the rights of 
children to education and, in particular, to recognize the duty of the State to ensure the progressive 
exercise of this right on the basis of equal opportunity. Among other things, these rules require all 
states to take all measures necessary to guarantee these rights, including by offering financial 
assistance in cases of need. Because citizenship education is an integral part of human rights 
education and the core of any goals related to education and training aimed at building a universal 
and democratic culture, it must be guaranteed to those who are deprived. 

This is the only way to give mafia children a different future and a chance in society: 
education in the culture of democracy and information and the dissemination of the principles 
according to which every person has the power and duty to achieve self-realization and contribute 
to the functioning of the system-state. This objective can be achieved by applying the 
transformative learning theory during the process of rehabilitating children who have been removed 
from mafia families. 

From this perspective, educators must assume responsibility for setting objectives that 
explicitly include autonomous thinking and must recognize that accomplishing these objectives 
requires designing experiences to foster critical reflectivity and experience in discourse. Education 
that fosters critically reflective thought, imaginative problem posing, and discourse is learner-
centered, participatory, and interactive, and it involves group deliberation and group problem 
solving. Instructional materials should reflect the real-life experiences of the learners and be 
designed to foster participation in small-group discussions to assess reasons, examine evidence, and 
arrive at reflective judgments. Learning takes place through the discovery and imaginative use of 
metaphors to solve and redefine problems. 

To promote learning discovery, an educator often reframes learners’ questions in terms of the 
learners’ current levels of understanding. Learning contracts, group projects, role plays, case 
studies, and simulations are classroom methods associated with transformative education. The key 
idea of such education is to help learners actively engage in concepts presented in the contexts of 
their own lives and to collectively and critically assess the justification of new knowledge. 

Together, learners undertake action research projects. They are frequently challenged to 
identify and examine assumptions, including their own. Methods that have been found useful in 
accomplishing these objectives include critical incidents, metaphor analyses, concept mapping, 
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consciousness raising, life histories, repertory grids, and participation in social action (Mezirow and 
Associates 1990). 

In these terms, the removal from their families aims to trigger the creative process of the mind 
that stimulates adaptive capacity to a new environment, as well as resulting in new capacity for self-
organization. The scientific basis of the perspective illustrated above is confirmed by the theories of 
Marturana and Varela (1980; 1987), compiled continuing the path based on the concept of 
"correlation of life forms", already beaten by Bateson (1973; 1980). 

The concept of correlation of forms of life is connected to the notion of Self.	This concept, 
also known as biological concept of Autopoiesis implies that living things are considered 
operationally closed systems, i.e. circular networks of production of components, which are 
produced processes through their interactions with the same network that produced them and 
specifies their limits, while at the same time open and regulated the exchange of material and 
energy with the outside. So living beings are a special type of machine (auto-poietic), which are 
distinguished from other (hetero-poietic) for their ability not so much self-regulation, because of 
self-production components for the specification, and the components are not parties but process. 

If human beings can be regarded as "autopoietic machines" capable of continuously 
producing themselves, by means of continuous production and parts of its components, the removal 
becomes an event that re-write the story of boys otherwise destined to kill or be killed. The 
watershed event, the one that can lead to the appearance of new ideas and new answers, it is the 
expulsion from their families, which focuses on the fundamental question of the relationship. The 
fruitful relationship between educator and student can deconstruct negative educational patterns and 
replace them with new models capable of providing tools that enable such children to not be 
marginalized and delivered to a fate of delinquency. 

The experience of removal active new cognitive processes, because - even if it is initially 
rejected by the young affected by the measure - still runs through his existence, transforming it. 
And, as argued Marturana, "to live is to know." 

For humans, in fact, changing the configuration of the symbols in the mind amounts to build 
new mental models, new ideas, new identities. 

This route can facilitate the achievement of a new culture of legality. However, it is necessary 
to educate and re-educate children through experiences and comparisons with worlds that are 
different from those learned during early ages, when they have no alternatives. This is why the 
removal of mafia children from their families results in pedagogical activity; more than anything 
else, this approach facilitates the teachings of Platonic Socrates: that the law teaches and improves 
the youth generation. 
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