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Definition of  
Organized Crime
In the 1986 Report to the President and the 
Attorney General, the President’s Commission 
on Organized Crime noted that when defin-
ing organized crime, the problem is not in the 
word crime; rather, the difficulty is with the term 
organized.88 One approach to defining organized 
crime is to incorporate a typology. This typology 
includes such factors as the means of obtaining 
the goals (e.g., violence, theft, corruption) and 
the reasons for engaging in such activities—an 
economic objective (e.g., through common crime, 
illegal business, or legal business) or a political 
objective (e.g., through the existing order, against 
the existing order).89

1. itutes a unique 

subculture.

2. Organized crime 

perpetuates itself.

3. Organized crime is 

willing to use illegal 

violence.

4. Organized crime is 

monopolistic.

5. Organized crime is 

governed by rules 

and regulations. 

Historical Context of Organized 
Crime in the United States

No sooner had crime become profitable in America than it became organized. 
And no sooner did it become organized than it became a regular part of the 
American way of life, thanks to the cooperation and collusion of government 
officials. Organized crime did not begin with twentieth century Prohibition. It 
began with the colonial pirates.91

Some argue that pirates during the American colonial era were a form of organized crime 
group. These pirates developed a well-structured, hierarchical organization; engaged in 
nonideological goals; and had a restricted membership.92

Crime at the end of the piracy era was essentially disorganized. By the turn of the 19th 
century, New York City was the “entrepreneurial center” of the country. Many immi-
grants entered the country to seek freedoms, opportunities, and fortunes. These factors 
also made New York the center for conspiracies, crooks, and criminals.93 In the 1850s, 
gangs began to dominate the criminal arena. These gangs included the Forty Thieves, 
the Hudson Dusters, the Short Tails, and the Dead Rabbits; they evolved when groups 

organized crime: 
sometimes defined 
through a typology, such 
as the means of obtaining 
the goals and the reasons 
for engaging in such 
activity: an economic 
objective or a political 
objective.

Actors from The 
Sopranos – a fictional 
series about a family 
involved in organized 
crime. What effect does 
the media have on our 
perceptions of organized 
crime?


