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Plan of Investigation 

This investigation attempts to answer the question. How did Prohibition, Violence, and 

Corruption lead to the Rise in Power of Organized Crime in Chicago during the 1920s? 

Organized crime became a prominent feature in the 1920s Chicago, but not without specific 

factors like Prohibition, violence by the means of crime bosses like Al Capone and corruption of 

the city. It will look at how bootlegging due to Prohibition became a proffitable business for 

gansters by looking at secondary sources that examine the bootlegging origins. Next, it will look 

at how violence contributed to power by looking at Al Capone’s crimes through a  primary 

source as well as books that look at the aspects of organized crime and Al Capone. Lastly, it will 

look at the corruption of the city of Chicago through a valuable website and books that touch on 

the corrupt government of Chicago.
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                                                      Summary of Evidence 

Prohibition 

“The increase of illegal production and sale of liqour, the proliferation of speakeasies and the 

accompanying rise in gang violence and other crimes led to waning support for Prohibition by 

the end of the 1920s. In early 1933 Congress adapted a resolution proposing a 21
st
 amendment to 

the Constitution that would repeal the 18
th

, It was ratified by the end of that year, bringing the 

Prohibition era to a close.”(Prohibition, history.com) 

 

“Many in America objected to Prohibition,  and gangs seized the opportunity to organize large- 

scale alcohoilic manufacturing, tranpotation,and distribution networks.”(Prohibition, abc-

clio.com) 

 

“Prohibition, enforced by a constitutional amendment in 1919, created enormous opportunities 

for mobsters who virtually took iver the buisness of making, importing, and distributing 

alcoholic beverages.”(Al Capone, abc-clio.com) 

 

“ Prohibition, which remained the law until 1933, gave an air of legitamency to organized crime 

and turneed many small- time operator into millonares.” (Crime, abc-clio.com) 

 

“Overnight, general miscreants such as Capone became bootlegers (…). Their experience 

running bars, brothels, and gambling joints suddenly came in handy. They already knew how to 

move money, how o sell booze, how to subdue competion, and how to service multiple 

businessesacross the city.”(Eig, 9) 

 

“ As bootleggers, their position in society actually improved.”(Eig, 9) 

 

“ Every city had its share of botlegging, but Chicago seemed to have more.”(Eig, 9) 
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Violence 

 

“ Prohibition unleashed an unparallel  level of competive violence and reversed the power order 

between criminal gangs and politicians.”(Organized Crime, abc-clio.com) 

 

“Many American cities witnessed lethal battles between rival gangs who sought to dominate the 

illicit liqour buisness within their designated ‘territories’. “(Baughman, "Overview" 238) 

 

“Competion among gangs led to high incidences of fighting, kidnapping, and murder as groups 

battled for control of a neighborhood of crime network.”(Prohibition, history.com) 

 

“Violence was an unaviodable part of the. It erupted when one bootlegger tried to steal form 

another, or when diputes arose with bar owners over pricing or, most commonly, when one gang 

tried to grab another’s turf.”(Eig, 9) 

 

Al Capone 

“By early 1920, Al Capone had neutralized most of his underworld enemies in Chicago.” 

(Baughman, "The Saint Valentine's Day Masacre" 248) 

 

“Such a man of violence was useful to Torrio, who enjoyed the exercise of power rather than its 

trappings.”(Messick, Goldblatt, 61) 

 

“Chicago any have already been known as the nation’s gangland murder capital, but this crime 

was shocking even by Chicago standards.”(Eig, 193) 

 

“His effort to to eliminate Moran led to the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre which, as much as 

anything else, inflated Capone’s reputation.”(Messick,Gooldblatt, 72) 
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Corruption 

“ Even violent criminals knew that the police department- one of the smallest per captia in the 

nation and one of the most corrupt- posed little threat.”(Eig, 24-25) 

 

“ Crooked lawyers bribed crooked cops to testify the right way before crooked judges.”(Eig, 25) 

 

“Criminals went about their buisness like professionals- paying in advance to protect their 

interests.”(Eig, 25) 
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Evaluation of Sources 

“Get Capone” by Jonathan Eig was a very insightful book into Al Capone’s life, but also 

about organized crime in Chicago.  The purpose of this book was for the author to gain 

knowledge about organized crime in Chicago, the city in which he lives and works. He 

coinducted interviews with the family members of Al Capone and used many documents 

recently discovered to comprise this book. Its origin is the city of Chicogo published in 2010. It 

is valuable because he tells first hand accounts of organized crime from a multitude of sources 

and people who are related to Capone. It gave me great insight concerning Al Capone aswell as 

the links he would go with violence and corruption to gain his power. Its limitation is that it 

focuses on Al Capone and has a lot of information that I had to dicredit because it wasn’t 

valuable to my investigation. 

Another source I used was 7 Chicago Gangsters Slain By Firing Squad of Rivals Some in 

Police Uniforms article I found the American Decades Primary Sources 1900-1929 book. It 

origin is a newspaper “wire”article published in the New York Times on Feburary 15, 1929. This 

source provided me with lot of information about the St. Valentine’s Bay Masacre that had 

happened the day before this article was written. It purpose was to inform the public about the 

killing of 7 men by a rival gang in Chicago. This rival gang was lead by Al Capone, a prominant 

gangster in Chicago. This document was valuable: it gave me insight into the brutality Capone 

was capable of to gain money which allowed me to see how the violence and organized crime go 

hand in hand.. I was able to learn more about one of the most memorable crimes of the 

prohibition era carried out by one of the most notorious crime bosses of the era. This document is 

limited because I don’t know who wrote it. Usually the reporter would put thier name on their 

work but not in this case . 



P a g e  | 6 

 

Analysis 

 With Prohibition making the consumption of alcohol illegal, people found  

alternative ways in which to obtain it. The city of Chicago became a major market of illegal 

bootlegging operations during the 1920s.  Bootlegging is the illegal selling of alcohol and 

operations were generally run by members of gangs who “siezed the opportunity to organize 

large- scale alcoholic manufacturing, transportation and distribution networks.”(Prohibition, abc-

clio.com). Bootlegging soon became a profittable business and gangs became more organized. 

Prohibition led to the rise in power of organized crime because the bootlegging business amassed 

millions of dollars and those with money gain power and influence in society or in most cases in 

the city, buy it. 

The bootlegging business led to rivalries between gangs.”Competion among gangs led to 

high incidences of fighting, kidnapping, and murder as groups battled for control of a 

neighborhood or crime network.”(Prohibition, history.com). There was always competion 

between gangs to dominate the illicit liquor business. The rivalries led to casualties as gangs tried 

to eliminate the their competion. Many leaders in the bootlegging industry turned to violence to 

show their dominence, and in Chicago, Al Capone was known for his violent ways. 

Al Capone came to Chicago to become part of the gang run by Johnny Torrio. Torrio wanted 

capone because” such a man of violence was useful to Torrio, who enjoyed the exercise of power 

rather than its trappings”( Messick, Goldblatt, 61). Capone soon took over Torrios bootlegging 

operations and became a key player in the organized crime of Chicago. Al Capone had no 

problem eliminating a rival gang member when they stood in the way of his profits. One rival 

gang leader Bugs Moran was a threat to Capone’s business so Capone hired hit men to carry out 

a hit on Feburary 14, 1929. “his effort to eliminate Moran led to the St. Valentine’s day 



P a g e  | 7 

 

Massacure which, as much as anything, inflated Capone’s reputation” (Messick,Gooldblatt, 72). 

Capone’s hit men brutally murdered 7 of Moran’s gang members. “Chicago may have already 

been known as the nation’s gangland murder capital, but this crime was shocking even by 

Chicago’s standards” (Eig, 193). This act of violence made Capone a well known figure in the 

nation. The ST. Valentine’s day massacure is known as one of the most violent acts of the 

Prohibition Era. Violence was a major device of power. Violence was used to show how much 

power a gang had, but it also allowed gangs to gain more power. With violence fear ensued and 

with fear came hesitatation o report crimes because of the repercutions. Gangs wanted fear and 

violence gave them the fear they needed to control the city of Chicago without consequences. 

 Corruption was another way in which organized crime gained power. The city of Chicago 

was one of the most corrupt cities in the U.S. in the 1920s; Prohibition was especially hard to 

enforce. “ Even violent criminals knew that the police department- one of the smallest per captia 

in the nation and one of the most corrupt- posed little threat” (Eig, 24-25). It wasn’t just the 

police that were corrupt but also Chicago’s government officials and court system. “Crooked 

lawyers bribed crooked cops to testify the right way before crooked judges”(Eig, 25). This was a 

major advantage for organized crime because they could buy or bribe their way out of any crime 

they committed. “Criminals went about their business like professionals- paying in advance to 

protect their interests” (Eig, 25). Corruption gave organized crime great power: gangs basically 

controlled the city of Chicago. They could commit any crime without any fear of jail 

timebecause they could bribe their way out of trouble. This meant that the criminals power was 

limitless in the city of Chicago. 
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Conclusion 

 This investiagtion attempts to answer the question How did Prohibition, Violence, and 

Corruption lead to the Rise in Power of Organized Crime in Chicago during the 1920s? The 

factors played a major role in how organized crime gained power in  Chicago. Prohibition was 

what began the profitable business of bootlegging. With the money gained in this business 

powers truggles arose between rival gangs who wanted to dominate the business. Violence 

ensued as the attempt of gangs to eliminate their competion. Violence led to a gain in power 

because their violence led to the control of the city based on fear. Their power is also attributeed 

to the corruption of Chicago officials. Crimes committed by gangs were easily dismissed by 

bribes and money between gangs and officials. Organized crime was able to accumulate power 

with the bootlegging business but found ways to gain more through violence and corruption. 
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