
The Piazza Marina is situated behind a row of antique palazzi facing the

gulf in Palermo’s historic center. In the middle is an acre of garden called

the Villa Garibaldi, which is surrounded by a handsome Art Nouveau,

wrought iron fence depicting animals of the hunt. A gigantic Ficus mag-
noloides tree dominates one quadrant of the garden, each enormous

branch sending shoots to the ground like elephants’ trunks, creating a

labyrinth of arched chambers underneath. The Piazza Marina was the

center of elegance in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Palermo.

Here men and women of baronial and princely pedigree gathered

nightly, clothes and carriages on display, to eat jasmine petal ices and

gossip (Eberstadt 1991: 48). After the unification of Italy in 1860, how-

ever, the city’s northward expansion diminished the importance of this

luxurious scene, creating new piazzas and boulevards as places for the

elite to be seen. That the Piazza Marina was the scene of the 1909 mur-

der of New York City police officer Joe Petrosino, sent to Palermo to

pursue mafiosi, did nothing to enhance its reputation.

Near the end of World War II, Allied bombers destroyed many of the

waterfront palazzi, and by the mid-1960s the Piazza Marina was some-

where to avoid, a place where you had to step over garbage, be vigilant

against pickpockets and purse snatchers, and wonder whether the mag-

nolia tree, abandoned to the surrounding patch of weeds, hid something

sinister in its gothic roots. In a 1991 New Yorker article describing the

neighborhood around the piazza, Fernanda Eberstadt vividly captured
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its degraded yet vibrant quality: “a row of bombed out buildings inhab-

ited by cavernous little bodegas outfitted with altars to the Madonna and

posters of local football stars; and a fishmonger’s outdoor stall, auto re-

pair shops, and a stand selling semenza (lentils and seeds) served in

brown paper cones.” Her hosts warned her about being robbed on the

streets.

Since the early 1990s, however, several buildings surrounding the Pi-

azza Marina have been restored, as has the intricate fence around the

Villa Garibaldi. The garden itself, now cleaned and replanted, has be-

come the site of a small playground with brightly colored swings. Chil-

dren playing hide and seek under the tree contribute to the sense of re-

juvenation, as do the trendy outdoor restaurants and a popular Sunday

flea and antiques market that enliven the piazza’s perimeter.

Palermo’s large historic center, formerly neglected and abandoned by

many, a shabby symbol of degradation and decay, sprang to life in the

1990s with many such recuperation projects. A second spectacular ex-

ample is the refurbished Teatro Massimo, the third largest opera house

in Europe after those in Paris and Vienna. Reopened in 1997 after

twenty-three years of haunting silence during which pigeons nested in

the rafters and water leaked through the roof, this structure is at the cer-

emonial center of the renewal. In June 1999, it served as the stage for

Hillary Clinton’s address to an international audience on the subject of

“educating for legality.” In December 2000, it hosted the opening cere-

mony of the United Nations Convention Against Transnational Orga-

nized Crime, during which speakers from Kofi Annan, to the presidents

of Italy and Poland, to Pino Arlacchi, the United Nations’ under secre-

tary for drug control and crime prevention, praised what they called the

Palermo Renaissance. The city that was once the “capital of the mafia”

now offers itself to the world as the “capital of the antimafia,” its peo-

ple having suppressed, according to official rhetoric, a “crime-friendly

culture” of indifference and cynicism in favor of a “law-abiding culture”

of civic pride.

Integral to this reversal of images is Palermo’s liberation from the

“long 1980s,” the period from 1978 to 1992 when its streets were

bloodied by unprecedented violence. At the outset, a group of notori-

ously aggressive mafiosi originally from the mountain town of Corleone

waged a takeover of the city’s established mafia “families.” The aggres-

sors’ strategy included murdering public officials—police and Cara-

binieri officers, magistrates and political leaders. With a population of

around 700,000, Palermo lost 100 or more persons annually to assassi-
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nation, not counting disappearances (Chinnici and Santino 1989; San-

tino 1988: 238). Underlying this exceptional violence was the mafia’s as-

sumption of a strategic role in global heroin trafficking, yet Sicilian or-

ganized crime was about much more than narcotics. Because the mafia

was rooted in the regional society and intertwined with national as well

as regional and local politics, many considered it Sicily’s “destiny.” As

the violence associated with drugs intensified, police and judicial repres-

sion and a Palermo-centered antimafia social movement joined together

in a concerted effort to reverse what seemed inevitable. This book ex-

amines the interrelated histories of the mafia and the antimafia since

World War II.

Defining what the mafia “is,” where it leaves off and not-mafia begins,

and the location of responsibility for “it” becomes a major challenge in

writing such a book. Since its nineteenth-century inception, interpreta-

tions of the mafia’s causes have swung between “things Sicilian”—the re-

gional culture—and “things Italian”—the Italian nation-state. The dif-

ferences are not trivial. Participants in the antimafia process grapple

constantly with ambiguity as they seek to confront an institution whose

contours are partly unknown and whose descent into murder and may-

hem was tolerated and often abetted by regional, national, and interna-

tional political leaders.

The dilemmas of interpretation notwithstanding, the antimafia move-

ment has energetically propagated a set of values loosely associated with

building “civil society.” Among its many projects, this study concentrates

on two: efforts to recuperate the city’s built environment, and efforts to

“culturally re-educate” children according to the civil society ideal. One

detects the effectiveness of these and related initiatives in the emergence

of a backlash—an anti-antimafia discourse—which, although expressive

of the old “destiny,” is not simply the propaganda arm of the mafia.

Antimafia activists, who are generally middle-class, find it very difficult

to reach working-class audiences, who, it turns out, have many reasons

to be skeptical about reform. In substantial measure, Palermo’s working-

class people, the popolo, identify their livelihoods with the (corrupt and

mafia-infiltrated) construction industry, which for a long time has been

the largest employer in the city. The antimafia process has coincided with,

and in part promoted, this industry’s decline. Our concluding chapter

considers the implications for Palermo’s future of poor people’s percep-

tion that “too much legality” spells the end of a way of life.

Although this book would at first appear to have two parts, one de-

voted to the mafia and the other to the antimafia, we hope the reader will
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not come away with a sense of two separate stories in one binding. We

describe and analyze a complex struggle between contending social

forces that do not face off on opposite sides of a battlefield as identifi-

able armies. Rather, this struggle is embodied in the divergent attitudes

and practices of people who occupy the same social spaces—households,

neighborhoods, workplaces, unions, government and professional

offices—and who are at times themselves unsure which banner they are

carrying. Nor is the outcome certain. The destiny of the mafia is re-

versible; it has not been reversed.

Four propositions underlie this claim to “reversibility” (our metaphor

for profound change). First, contrary to the conviction of many, the

mafia is both a recent social formation, dating only to the nineteenth cen-

tury, and separable as a subculture from its surrounding milieu. Not an

age-old outgrowth of “things Sicilian,” its status as Sicily’s destiny is

questionable. Second, both the police-judicial crackdown and the social

movement of the past two decades can be traced to the modernization

of Sicilian society after World War II, and with this the proliferation of

urban, educated, and professionalized social groups, above all in

Palermo. Third, through a process of extended political and cultural

work, these social groups have challenged local practices favorable to or-

ganized crime—for example, how public contracts are bid—while re-

placing a discourse that characterizes the mafia as inevitable and mafiosi

as “men of honor” with a new language that refers to these men as crim-

inal and prosecutable. Fourth, all of this has occurred during a time of

monumental transformation in the geopolitical and political-economic

arrangements of the world. In particular, with the end of the Cold War,

the Italian and U.S. governments can no longer justify sanctioning or-

ganized crime in Sicily as a bulwark against communism while the Eu-

ropean Union, a newly powerful structure of significance for Sicily and

Italy, is committing substantial resources to the fight against organized

crime.1 What lies behind Palermo’s possibility of change is the synergy

between local citizens’ activism and the opening provided by the shift in

the national and international context.

This larger context may also create an obstacle to the antimafia

process, however, because of the operations of the new global economy.

Emerging from the response of capitalist states, markets, and financial

institutions to the oil shock of the 1970s, and subsequently benefiting

from the “collapse” of communism, this economic system is premised

upon the mobility of capital, unfettered by local and national measures

that protect, among other amenities, decent jobs. More to the point, in
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the world without communism, the modality for managing capitalism

depends ever less on “social democratic” constraints—employment se-

curity, welfare benefits, seniority systems, and pensions. Rather, the new

economic system seeks legitimacy and peace through what might be

called civil democracy—institutions and practices founded on the rights

of individual citizens and their respect for the rule of law. In breaking up

the mafia’s monopolies in the Palermo economy and promoting civil so-

ciety, antimafia activists have, not necessarily with intention, mirrored

this broader change in the operations of world capitalism. What remains

to be seen is whether Palermo’s less privileged classes, cut loose from

their moorings in the old economy with as yet no substitute livelihood,

can in fact embrace the civil democracy ideal.

International audiences watching the new Palermo present itself

from the stage of the Teatro Massimo want to know whether the city

is indeed a laboratory for fighting organized crime. There is a tempta-

tion on the part of Palermo’s image makers to package its hard-won

changes in a formulaic language, as if a model now exists for replica-

tion elsewhere. Rather than present Palermo as an unambiguous suc-

cess story, we will extrapolate from its history some useful lessons, el-

ements of complexity and contradiction that might be significant

beyond this particular case. Our concluding chapter sketches what

these might be.

To arrive at these general contradictions and dilemmas, we must first

appreciate Palermo as a particular place where the mafia and the anti-

mafia, each with its appropriations of urban space and understandings

of the urban community, have clashed dramatically. In the remainder of

this chapter, we describe the city as a whole, both its rich architectural

patrimony and its many wounds, as a prelude to understanding the deep

commitment of the antimafia process to urban recuperation and re-

newal. In the last section, we locate ourselves as researchers in the urban

landscape.

the layers of a distant past

Palermo’s “most lucid and concentrated moment,” its most brilliant

epoch, occurred during the Middle Ages, when the conquering Normans

made it the capital of their autonomous Kingdom of Sicily (Eberstadt

1991: 42). Drawing upon the organizational innovations and artistic

achievements of the Tunisian-based emirate that governed Sicily in the

ninth century, the Normans commissioned great works that rendered the
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city one of the most glorious courts of Europe. In the later Middle Ages,

Catalan and then Aragonese conquerors demoted Sicily to vice-royal sta-

tus. Remaining the capital city, however, Palermo became magnificent

again with the lavish investments of Counter-Reformation viceroys in

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Aristocratic families and ec-

clesiastical institutions, overlords of the great wheat and pastoral lati-

fundia that dominated the island’s interior, clamored to be close to (if

only to controvert) the vice-royal authority. Like their counterparts in

Naples (and Mexico City), they registered their exuberance in urban

palaces that dripped with what Eberstadt calls “a frenzy of ornamenta-

tion and whimsical baroque.” Straight lines were submerged in a riot of

bulbous windows and serpentine balconies and staircases (1991: 66).

Baroque dominates Palermo’s historic center. Facades in this style,

reaching five and six high stories, line both sides of the two principal ar-

teries. One, the medieval “Cassaro,” renamed Corso Vittorio Emanuele

for the Piedmontese king under whom Italy was unified, runs from east

to west, linking the mountains to the port. The other, a north-south

route, was laid down by the Spanish viceroy, the Duke of Maqueda, in

1600 and continues to bear his name. They cross at the Quattro Canti,
the Four Corners, where the oblique angle of each facing building offers

several tiers of festooned and columned niches, which, like miniature

stage sets, frame statues of the four seasons, four Spanish kings, and the

four patron saints of the adjacent mandamenti (administrative divi-

sions). Tall Baroque palazzi interspersed with late medieval examples

also flank the nearby streets, which are much narrower (see fig. 1 and 2).

Here, balconies constitute a scaffolding for the often-photographed

laundry lines, their flapping sheets, in Eberstadt’s image, “like backdrops

for puppet shows.” 

A consequence of forceful urban planning, Baroque Palermo demol-

ished older structures and styles, rotating the city’s east-west axis by 90

degrees so that it stretched to the north and south along the waterfront

(Lo Picolo 1996: 73–74). The new Via Maqueda maximized the street-

front along which ecclesiastical and lay overlords, drawn to the court,

could invest their mounting rural revenues in urban real estate (La Duca

1994: 32). In the 1570s, the Spanish viceroys, rattled by the Ottomans’

growing presence in the Mediterranean, built massive ramparts along the

old medieval walls. Yet, although much earlier construction was erased,

spectacular residues remain, creating a rich and varied architectural pat-

rimony to curate for the future. The palace of the medieval Norman

kings, now the seat of the regional government and before that the vice-
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Figure 1. Palermo of the popolo before the 1968 earthquake. Photograph by Nicola
Scafidi.

royal headquarters, is the largest and most important. Inside is an ex-

quisite chapel, completed in the 1130s, whose total decoration in gold

leaf mosaics captures the synthesis of Crusading, Arabic, and Byzantine

cultures created under King Roger. Dating to the same period are the

Zisa, an imposing Arab pleasure palace used by the Norman kings, an-

other less well-preserved Arab palace, the Cuba, and, located in the now



8 The Palermo Crucible

Figure 2. Palermo of the aristocracy. Interior of Palazzo Ganci, ca. 1976.
Photograph ©Letizia Battaglia, from Letizia Battaglia: Passion, Justice,
Freedom—Photographs of Sicily, Aperture, 1999.

working-class neighborhood of Brancaccio, a somewhat crumbling Arab

castle called Maredolce (“Sweetwater”) because it was built alongside an

artificial lake.

Although Palermo’s historic churches have undergone periodic trans-

formations so that what is now Baroque might once have been Ro-

manesque or Gothic, a number of Arab-Norman and Catalan Gothic

treasures remain. In two enchanting smaller complexes—the attached

churches of San Cataldo and Santa Maria dell’Amiraglio, and the con-

vent and cloister of San Giovanni degli Eremiti—medieval Gothic

stonework competes for attention with rosy cupolas evoking Muslim

worship. Among the Gothic palaces to have survived the Baroque

makeover is Palazzo Steri, the residence of the fourteenth century’s most

prepotent of feudal lords, the Chiaramonte. Located in the Piazza Ma-

rina, it was the seat of the Sicilian Inquisition from 1601 to 1782. Today

it houses the rectorate of the University of Palermo, which has been

restoring it for over two decades. Palazzo Steri is matched in scale by the

enormous (also Gothic) palace of the Chiaramonte’s rival, the Sclafani
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family, situated at the opposite, western end of the old city, and largely

behind scaffolding as of this writing.

All of these highlights of the distant past were of course built over yet

deeper layers of history. Palermo was originally a Phoenician city—a fact

still evident in its maritime location and port development—and it was, as

well, the site of early Christian settlement. A vast third-century Christian

catacomb consisting of underground galleries and niches near the cathe-

dral attests to this. When Allied planes conducted their raids in 1943, the

catacomb served as a bomb shelter, a safe place where parents could dis-

tract their frightened children with legends of the Beati Paoli, a mythical

eighteenth-century sect that, according to popular lore, was a forerunner

of the mafia. People think that another underground space in the neigh-

borhood of Capo, one of the three large popular markets in the historic

center, may have been the sect’s meeting place; the market’s principal

street is named for the Beati Paoli. According to the urbanist Rosario La

Duca, “This grotto-courtroom was connected to other subterranean cav-

ities by means of tortuous tunnels . . . forming part of the complex of

Christian catacombs.” But, La Duca adds, the people of Palermo attrib-

ute the presence of the Beati Paoli to any subterranean openings, in-

cluding cavities created by recent excavations for construction materials

(La Duca 1994: 293–94). Meanwhile, the catacombs of the Capuchin

order continue to preserve—and in surprisingly good condition—the

well-dressed and embalmed corpses of about eight thousand members of

Palermo society who, in the 1860s and 1870s, could afford to be buried

there.

palermo beyond the walls

Toward the end of the eighteenth century, Palermo’s resident aristocrats,

now chafing under viceroys of the Bourbon kingdom in Naples, com-

petitively extended their high society into a lush zone of villeggiatura be-

yond the city walls, constructing elegant villas with formal gardens set

amid orchards and citrus groves. Covering the Piana dei Colli (Plain of

the Hills) in the north, and stretching to include the coastal town of

Bagheria in the east, a newly verdant landscape sprang forth, tended by

sharecroppers and laborers from nearby hamlets and villages (see La

Duca 1994: 38). (Of Palermo’s 200,000 inhabitants in 1861, 27,000

lived in these outlying communities [Lupo 1993: 47]). To the west, a sim-

ilar zone of intensive cultivation climbed the surrounding mountainside

to the height of the extravagantly wealthy bishop’s seat at Monreale.
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Whether watching the sunset from Zisa palace in Palermo, whose win-

dows perfectly frame Monte Cuccio, the highest western peak, or gazing

down from the terraces of the brilliantly decorated Monreale cathedral

and cloister, visitors immediately grasp that Palermo is surrounded by a

“golden shell,” the famous Conca D’Oro.

The development of this Conca D’Oro was consonant with the Bour-

bons’ major projects of beautification in Palermo, in particular the Villa

Giulia, a large public park and botanical garden on the southern edge of

the historic center, and the renovation by King Ferdinand IV, in flight

from Napoleon’s invasion of Naples, of the Favorita—an immense park

and hunting preserve in the northern Piana dei Colli. Here Ferdinand

and his family found refuge in an eccentric “Chinese” palace built in the

preceding decade to indulge the intense romanticism of a local notable

and judge. Thereafter, the Bourbon kingdom’s most significant public

works in Palermo was the immense walled Ucciardone prison, begun

north of the old walls in 1837. It became the site of the dramatic maxi-

trial of over four hundred mafiosi in the mid-1980s, although it had ear-

lier been known as the mafia’s hotel.

bourgeois exuberance

Immediately following Italian unification and the end of Bourbon rule,

Sicily and its regional capital fell on hard times, but by the 1870s new

investments were being made in roads, railroads, education, and the de-

velopment of the shipping interests and an improved port. The Florio

family was Palermo’s foremost exemplar of an emergent capitalist bour-

geoisie. In the early years of the nineteenth century, Vincenzo Florio, a

spice merchant with British backing, had pioneered two industries for

which Sicily is still famous: Marsala wine making and tuna fishing. His

son, Ignazio, greatly leveraged by the state’s involvement in the economy

after 1868, not only expanded the wineries and fisheries, he also moved

into banking and finance, married a baroness, headed the Palermo

Chamber of Commerce, and became a major shipbuilder. Other families

of the Florio circle included the English Whitakers, the noble Gulì who

owned a Palermo textile mill, and a few components of the local aris-

tocracy such as the Tasca, Mazzarino, and Trabia families—all An-

glophiles who attended the funeral of Queen Victoria in 1901 (see Can-

cila 1988: 317).

Bourgeois exuberance lasted in Palermo into and through the end of

the century, finding expression in the built environment. For one thing,
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the city population grew rapidly, from 194,463 in 1861 to 305,716 by

1901, and 336,148 by 1911—an increase of 73 percent as against 59

percent for Sicily as a whole. Some of this increase derived from new ar-

rivals: university students and upwardly mobile gentry landowners, the

so-called civili, who acquired large estates with the transition from feu-

dalism to capitalism in the countryside. In imitation of the nobility with

whom they sought marriage alliances, the most affluent of this group

considered having a residence in Palermo to be a condition of social ar-

rival. Palermo, however, had to compete for immigrants with America,

the preferred destination for casualties of the agrarian crises that capi-

talism also produced in interior Sicily from the 1880s forward (see

Schneider and Schneider 1996). Hence, most of the city’s demographic

expansion was attributable not to immigration but to natural increase.

Whatever its cause, the growing density of population set off a hydra-

headed process in the historic center that vexes urban planners to this

day. On the one hand, large and modest-sized palazzi were fragmented

through multiple heirship, creating countless small, oddly shaped apart-

ments whose confines are not coherently defined spaces. On the other

hand, single-room, single-story dwellings known as catoi were cobbled

together to create added space for multiple inhabitants. Influenced by the

discussions of hygiene and health taking place all over Europe since the

remake of Paris, planners of the time were appalled. Sometimes exca-

vated below street level, the humid dwellings of poor people received air

and light only through a single entrance; they were paved with porous

earthen tiles impossible to clean; and a latrine and conduit for waste im-

mediately beneath the floor were breeding grounds for infection, the

more so as the alleyways and courtyards outside were virtually without

sun for nine months of the year. Whole quarters, “putrid” and miser-

able, seemed to fulfill the Malthusian nightmare of too many bodies

crowded onto too little ground (see Cancila 1988: 298–99). New con-

struction, mostly in the form of super-elevations on the tops of older

buildings, further darkened the narrow streets.

A menacing cholera epidemic in Naples in 1884 and another in

Palermo in 1887 added to the pressure for large-scale projects of risana-
mento—urban rehabilitation. Palermo’s first Urban Plan (Piano Regola-
tore Generale, or PRG), formulated under the engineer Felice Giarrusso

in 1885, guided the demolition of the old city walls and bastions (the

present-day courthouse occupies one of the spaces thus created) and the

opening of another road that ran straight through the historic center,

parallel to the Via Maqueda. Called the Via Roma in homage to Rome’s
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having become the capital of Italy in 1870, the new road begins at the

principal railroad station at the southern edge of the old center and con-

tinues north into the new Palermo. That the line is in fact interrupted re-

flects modifications allowed by Giarrusso to favor the Marchese of

Arezzo, whose palazzo was in the way, as well as to avoid demolishing

another recently built palazzo and theater. As in Paris, both housing and

monumental structures succumbed to rational planning, but not to the

same degree (La Duca 1975: 108). The embroiled politics surrounding

the investigation into these clientelistic deviations from the plan offered

a tiny taste of what was to come (Cancila 1988: 260).

Throughout the late nineteenth century, the historic center remained

vibrant if teeming, a magnet for professionals who worked in offices and

merchants who owned small shops (ibid.: 300–301). The city beyond the

walls was also growing, however, absorbing perhaps half of the popula-

tion increase, according to some estimates (ibid.: 301). For example,

hugging the harbor and coastline immediately to the north of the old

walls, the one-time fishing and tannery communities of Borgo Santa Lu-

cia, Acquasanta, and Arenella filled up with dockworkers, shipbuilders,

and tuna fishermen responding to the investments of the Florio family.

Consonant with the Paris-inspired principles of openness and light in

architecture, and with the Europe-wide aesthetic movement of arts and

crafts, or Art Nouveau, the haute bourgeoisie of late nineteenth-century

Palermo spearheaded the construction of new villas and palazzi. Already

in 1870, the Florios had built a neo-Gothic Venetian villa, prompting a

string of variations on the theme. Several of these were along an entirely

new corridor, the Viale della Libertà, a wide, sycamore-lined boulevard

that extended the Via Maqueda to the north, evoking the Champs

Elysées. At the same time, northwest of the historic center, the neigh-

borhoods of Noce and Zisa—the latter dominated by the Arab pleasure

palace of the same name—became home to the factories of the English

Whitakers, the French Ducrot, the Italian Gulì, whose textiles, furniture,

ironwork, and glasswork supported the Belle Epoque, called Liberty

Style in Palermo.

With time, expansion to the north reoriented the city’s social and cul-

tural life away from the aristocracy’s favorite gathering place, the wa-

terfront esplanade of the old center and its adjacent Piazza Marina.

Newly landscaped gardens, including the very large “English Garden,”

contributed, as did the construction of two great theaters, the imposing

Teatro Massimo and the Politeama. The Massimo, designed by Palermo

architect Giovanni Battista Filippo Basile and built between 1875 and
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1897, occupies the “top” of the Via Maqueda. Its construction was con-

troversial, not only because of the expense to a poor city that many be-

lieved should have built a new hospital, but because three monasteries

and a densely populated neighborhood had to be razed to make way for

it. (Closed for “restorations” in 1974, the Massimo’s failure to reopen

within a reasonable time placed it high on the list of urban disasters that

the antimafia movement sought to redress.) The Politeama, a smaller-

scaled rotunda at the “bottom” of the Viale della Libertà, went up be-

tween 1867 and 1874. Hotels and cafés followed, such as the luxurious

Hotel of the Palms, which opened in the 1870s as a remodeled palazzo
along the Via Roma, and the Excelsior Hotel, bordering the English Gar-

den. Among the Florios’ many palaces and villas, the Villa Igea at the

north end of Palermo’s harbor in Acquasanta blossomed as a world-

renowned centerpiece of Art Nouveau decoration and is to this day the

fanciest hotel in the city. Here the Florios entertained a succession of cos-

mopolitan elites: royalty from all over Europe, Russia, Egypt, and Zan-

zibar, plus the Vanderbilts and Pierpont Morgan from the United States.2

Unlike artists and architects patronized by the old nobility, the de-

signers and decorators behind these wonders looked beyond the historic

center for aesthetic validation. Most, indeed, lived in the new zone of

gardens and bourgeois amenities known today as Palermo per bene (the

best Palermo) but which we will call, for simplicity, Palermo north. For

example, Ernesto Basile, son of the much-praised architect of the Teatro

Massimo and himself the designer of the Villa Igea, took up residence

there while Giarrusso, author of the 1885 Urban Plan, lived in Acqua-

santa. All were involved in promoting Palermo as the site of the Fourth

National Exhibition in 1891–92. Occupying vacant land along the Viale

della Libertà, this event motivated further investment in new properties,

including a secondary railroad station on the Via Lolli, soon to be re-

named the Via Notarbartolo after a martyred official of that name (and

eventually the street of the celebrated antimafia prosecutor, Giovanni

Falcone).

So exciting was the new pole of worldly life and comfort that a few

noble families gave up the patina of the historic center, turned over their

palazzi to the rental market, and moved northward, enjoying their “last

season as the dominant social class” by mixing with the bourgeoisie

(ibid.: 317). After 1900, even their clubs moved north. According to his-

torian Orazio Cancila, it was “as if Palermo were divided in two” (ibid.:

310). The old half, still viable for shops and offices, increasingly housed

people who were poor and/or economically obsolete, whereas the new
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city attracted younger, more prosperous, and more “progressive” resi-

dents. At the same time, however, the Viale della Libertà promised to

bring within the city’s orbit some important legacies of the feudal past:

the eighteenth-century villas of the grandest nobility that dotted the Pi-

ana dei Colli and the beautiful park and watering place of the Bourbons

in exile, the Favorita.

Looking south from the historic center, the picture is somewhat dif-

ferent. Older maps recall a mix of fishing and industry. Metal products

and railroad cars were manufactured before World War II, and after the

war, space was increasingly devoted to fabricating and warehousing con-

struction materials. Except for a silversmith’s firm in Brancaccio, the

zone expanded in an “economical” way, that is without the high-end ar-

tisanal works in support of Liberty Style arts and crafts or the growing

presence of stylish and costly architecture characteristic of Palermo

north (ibid.: 306).

the “sack” of palermo

More than other cities of Western Europe—certainly more than other

Italian cities—Palermo was damaged by its rush into modernism after

World War II. Sadly distorted because unregulated and undercapitalized,

and further warped by the aggressive involvement of mafiosi in real es-

tate speculation and construction, the modernist transformation of the

1950s through the mid-1980s is now referred to by many as the scem-
pio, or “sack,” of the city. The years from 1957 to 1963 were the high

point in private construction, followed in the 1970s and 1980s by a

greater emphasis on public works (see Chubb 1982: 132, 150–51). Over-

all, the rhythm reflected the rapid urbanization of Sicily after World War

II, as a land reform and resultant mechanization of agriculture created a

massive peasant exodus, and as rural landlords moved their investments

into urban real estate. In the same period, an expanding national welfare

state made cities attractive as a source of public employment. Palermo,

which in 1946 became the capital of the new, autonomous Region of

Sicily, grew from a citizenry of 503,000 in 1951 to 709,000 in 1981, an

increase of 41 percent. Although an urban plan mandated by the re-

gional government was developed in 1962, it had little effect on large

and small investors, who hoped to profit from the resulting demand for

housing and office space.

Uniquely unhappy events further distorted the postwar construction

boom. Bombed by Allied forces in 1943, the city’s historic center lost its
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moorings. More heavily damaged than any other southern Italian city,

70,000 rooms were lost, leaving nearly 150,000 people condemned to

live in crowded slums, shantytowns, and even caves (ibid.: 129). Opu-

lent palazzi were severely affected, so much so that their noble owners,

rattled by the pending land reform, abandoned them to leaking roofs and

damaged interiors. Vandals removed architectural embellishments from

their empty carcasses—statues, columns, fountains, even the plumbing.

Meanwhile, the opportunistic city administration collected the rubble

from crumbling walls as landfill, dumping it along the coast. If the late

nineteenth-century florescence of Palermo north had not already seduced

the city away from its beautiful waterfront, the unsightly piles of junk on

the beach would have been the coup de grace. Along the former avenue

of elegance lining the old port, the landfill became an amusement park.

This “lunar landscape” of Ferris wheels and bumper cars served as a fo-

cus of Sunday entertainment for Palermo’s working classes, but to other

citizens’ groups it “mortified” its architectural surroundings. In addition

to the Teatro Massimo, it was one of the most violated spaces that the

antimafia movement hoped to fix.

Bombing raids had also affected the poor neighborhoods of the his-

toric center. Here precarious buildings, at risk of falling, had either been

demolished or were stabilized by densely crisscrossed wooden beams at

the level of the upper stories, propping them up against facing structures.

To this day, walking the narrow streets one enters the shadows of these

overhead “bridges.” Ferns sprout from abandoned stone balconies like

“pale-green moustaches,” writes Eberstadt, and because there is no

preservation, everything “is either ruining or mutating from mineral to

vegetable” (1991: 67). With time, a growing number of immigrants from

Africa and Asia moved into condemned buildings; cloisters and court-

yards were turned into parking lots, depots for construction materials

and stolen goods, or artisans’ noisy workshops; and empty quarters of

all kinds lent themselves to prostitution and the retail sale of drugs (see

Cannarozzo 1996; Lo Picolo 1996).

More serious than the destruction of the old city was the political de-

cision to turn away from its restoration in favor of building a “new

Palermo,” at first concentrated at the northern end, beyond the Art Nou-

veau neighborhood of nineteenth-century expansion, then in other pe-

ripheral zones to the west and south. Here the built environment spread

over, and obliterated, if sometimes oddly and in patches, the Conca

d’Oro’s orchards, villas, and hamlets. Aristocratic landowners were, ap-

parently, as eager to sell their orchards as to sell their latifundia and this
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fact accelerated the cementification of what was formerly green. Many

middle-class people of Palermo north remember the 1960s as a decade

when the orchard you saw out your bedroom window or played in on

your way home from school could disappear within days before your

very eyes. In the words of urbanist Rosario La Duca, “Speculation pre-

vailed over good sense” (1994: 48).

The remaining traces betray the violence: abandoned and crumbling

villas totally suffocated by surrounding apartment houses several times

their height; villas restored like movie sets for wedding receptions that are,

however, hemmed in by the incongruous high-rises; and isolated over-

grown gardens, their broken statues the humbled survivors of the orgy of

clearing (see fig. 3). In one case, near the Via Notarbartolo, a double row

of widely spaced palms that once lined the stately entrance to a villa was

left standing, only to be intersected, at right angles, by a busy two-way

thoroughfare. Cars using this road must wait their turn to pass between

the trees that grow through the asphalt. In the farthest periphery, former

rural hamlets are today the commercial centers of new suburbs. Modest

owners of the houses and commercial buildings that line their main streets

have eagerly sold out to speculative investors who either super-elevate or

demolish and begin anew. The resulting mix of shapes and styles overlays

a past of architectural coherence. At the same time, the automobile, mul-

tiplying in tandem with the suburban population, has turned these once

sleepy village streets into quagmires of congestion.

Nor was this the worst of the scempio. The thinking of the 1960s was

that the buildings of the historic center should be left to die; eventually

they could be leveled to create space for a thoroughly modern, New

York–inspired downtown. City investments in outlying public housing

and roads, including a ring road projected in the 1950s, enticed private

housing developers to the outskirts, although neither they nor the city

provided the necessary infrastructure—gas, water, electricity, trans-

portation, and schools (Chubb 1982: 151–56). Then, in 1968, an earth-

quake in the Belice Valley south of Palermo shook the old center one

more time. The reaction to the disaster replicated the established pattern:

the city would cover more orchards with tracts of public housing and re-

locate center-city residents rather than attempt to repair their compro-

mised buildings. Numbering 125,000 in 1951, the population of the his-

toric center fell to fewer than 40,000 over the next thirty years (Cole

1997: 30).

Hence peripheral Palermo’s vast expanses of multi-story condo-

minium and rental slabs, laid out in block after monotonous block, dis-



Figure 3. The “sack” of Palermo, showing the vestiges of a villa and its gate
amid high-rises. Photograph by Alessandro Fucarini, Labruzzo Agenzia,
Palermo.
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tinguished from their Eastern European equivalents mainly by the pro-

fusion of cacti and geraniums that overflow the balconies. Some of the

slabs have penetrated the historic center, lighting upon spaces that hap-

pened to be cheaply available. Wherever one encounters them, they seem

shabby, both for their flaking and chipping cement surfaces and because

a heavy reliance on iron rods and railings for support and decoration has

produced, over the years, the stains of spreading rust.

Some blame the scempio partly on “the times,” recollecting from

personal experience how attractive modernism seemed. Given Paler-

mo’s pattern of postwar growth, a large proportion of the consumers

of new housing were formerly rural people encouraged by the land re-

form, or by work stints in Northern Europe, to dream of escaping from

“backwardness”—to imagine becoming, in their terms, evoluto, or

modern. Easy credit, commingled with migrants’ remittances, facilitated

their project. Anyone wanting to purchase an apartment could get away

with a down payment of less than 3 million lire (about $2000), with the

builder negotiating a bank loan for the difference. For employees of the

regional government, low-cost loans were a standard benefit (Chubb

1982: 129). In such an atmosphere, even many native Palermitans got

the idea that anything old was unworthy. The Art Nouveau decorative

arts were a particular casualty of this attitude. Younger people felt re-

pulsed by them, calling them oppressive and outmoded. Little imagin-

ing their eventual value, they told their parents to throw out Liberty

fruitwood furniture and sell their turn-of-the-century apartments for

housing that was spanking new. When, in 1960, Palermo’s one and only

“skyscraper” was completed—a mini-office tower in the middle of

what was once the Liberty quarter—these modernists raced with ex-

citement to see its crowning red light go on for the very first time. In ret-

rospect, they confess, Prague would have been a better model than New

York.

But blaming what happened on the power of style—on the desire to

be modern—only goes so far. Narratives of the construction boom are

far more likely to point to the corrupt intreccio, or interweaving be-

tween political, economic, and mafia interests. Christian Democratic

politicians owed their success in local and regional elections to votes

that were mobilized by mafiosi, particularly those who had their roots

in the zones of urban expansion. Formerly agriculturalists, mafiosi in

these zones flooded into activities associated with construction—haul-

ing materials, pouring cement, speculating on land, building apartments

for family, friends, and profit. Their role and the role of the politicians
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in mutilating the postwar development of Palermo cannot be over-

stated.

However one accounts for it, Palermo remained “two cities,” socially

and urbanistically in dramatic contrast. In La Duca’s words, one was a

città fantasma of war wounds and degradation, the other “monstrous

for its abnormal volume of construction and lack of necessary green”

(1994: 48). Urban sociologist Vincenzo Guarrasi calls this outcome “hy-

perurbanization” (Guarrasi 1981; see also Booth 1997: 174–86).

research in palermo

We lived in Palermo during seven summers between 1987 and 1999 and

for six months in 1996. During the first two summers, we shared an

apartment with a friend and fellow academic who had been involved in

the earliest moments of the antimafia movement. This was followed by

two summers in the borrowed apartment of another friend. Both were

located in Palermo north, a comfortable base from which to travel the

city, interviewing key actors in the antimafia process, attending meetings,

conferences, and symposia, and observing public demonstrations, small

group conversations, and intense debates among friends. In 1996, we

rented a small apartment in the Albergheria quarter of the historic cen-

ter (our home, as well, in the summer of 1989) from January until June.

Long a “popular quarter” of Palermo, this location hosts a mix of un-

deremployed Sicilians and new immigrants—Tunisians, Moroccans, Sri

Lankans, Filippinos, Ghanians, and many others for whom Sicily is the

gateway to Europe (see Cole 1997). Walking the quarter’s narrow

streets, shopping in its lively street market of Ballarò, entering homes

that ranged from humble ground-floor dwellings to a sixteenth-century

palazzo, and monitoring our physical surroundings for signs of change,

we developed an appreciation for the challenges involved in restoring the

old center without harming its residents.

Our residence during the summer of 1999 was just beyond the old city

walls, along the road toward Monreale. Then, and in 1996, we studied

antimafia interventions to “recuperate” the urban landscape of Palermo

and antimafia programs of cultural “re-education” in the schools. Of

particular help in pursuing the latter were the principals and teachers of

four middle schools, located in the peripheral and more or less troubled

neighborhoods of ZEN (Zone of Expansion North) to the far north,

Noce and Uditore to the west, and Falsomiele to the southeast. Each

school invited us to observe its various antimafia programs, to interview
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a sample of parents with children in attendance, and to be with the chil-

dren themselves.

From 1965 to 1967, and again in 1977, we lived in and studied a 

rural community of western Sicily, set amid vast latifundia in the moun-

tainous interior. More a town than a village, its approximately 7,500 res-

idents were arrayed in a social hierarchy that included wealthy land-

owners, government officials, professionals, artisans, well-off and very

poor peasants. Thanks to this experience, we well appreciate how closely

rural Sicily is tied to Palermo, not only through the exchange of com-

modities and services but through its residents’ multiple, ongoing rela-

tionships with urban kin and contacts. The town had a local mafia “fam-

ily,” or cosca (plural cosche), and, although studying the mafia was not

our immediate purpose, because interacting with mafiosi was then a nor-

mal part of everyday life, we inevitably learned a bit about them. Hav-

ing experienced this situation, we are burdened with a more nuanced

moral map of who is good and who is bad than are some of today’s an-

timafia activists, whether because they are much younger than we are,

have always lived in the city, or both. A few activists have never been ex-

posed to rural Sicily, let alone the rural mafia. In some ways we are at

once outsiders and, ironically, more inside than they are.

Since the “long 1980s” it is no longer feasible or ethically uncompli-

cated for us to experience the mafia at first hand, but secondhand

sources have multiplied. In addition to the historians’ accounts noted

above are the depositions of the so-called pentiti, mafiosi who have

turned state’s witness. Insignificant in the past, the number of justice col-

laborators against the mafia grew to more than 350 by 1997 (430 ac-

cording to Santino 2000: 379). Their statements are obviously con-

structed documents, the joint product of an investigating magistrate

eager to prosecute and a mafioso whose motives for talking may have lit-

tle to do with confessing “the truth.” Nevertheless, these depositions are

of enormous value for their autobiographical detail, accounts of the pro-

duction of violence within the mafia, and descriptions of organizational

structure, norms, and etiquette. There are also judicial reports, obtain-

able through the press, as published books, or from the courts, which

contain police and investigative information converging on the pentiti
statements. Often they reveal the state of the evidence for relationships

between the mafia and particular local and national, political and eco-

nomic elites. We have memories of entering Palermo’s handful of book-

stores in the 1960s to ask for publications on the mafia and being made

to feel intrusive and embarrassed. Today there are many more book-
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stores and in nearly all of them a vast assortment of “mafiology” is on

display, the output of an awakened scholarly interest and insatiable de-

mand for journalists’ accounts. This book, Reversible Destiny, captures

our own sense of the depth of transformation that Sicily has witnessed

since 1965.


