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THE ORIGINS OF
LA COSA NOSTRA
IN AMERICA

The history of the
American Mafia is a
sprawling, complex,
and often violent saga
that is deeply
intertwined with the
story of immigration,
urban development,
and the very fabric of
American society. Far
from being a
monolithic

organization, the Mafia,
or La Cosa Nostra
(meaning "Our Thing"),
evolved from a
confluence of Sicilian

traditions, economic
desperation, and the
unique opportunities

presented by
Prohibition-era
America. To

understand its rise, one
must first look to its
roots in the hills of
Sicily, where a culture
of silence and honor,
known as omerta,
provided the social
bedrock for criminal
enterprise. The history
of the American Mafia
is not merely a catalog
of gangland slayings; it
is a narrative of power,
corruption, and the
enduring allure of the
outlaw.
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GREAT MIGRATION

The Mafia
In the Old
Country

Before it became a
feared institution in
American cities, the
Mafia existed  for
centuries in Sicily. It
emerged as a form of
private justice in a land
ruled by a succession
of foreign
powers—Arabs,

Normans, Spanish, and
Bourbons. The state
was often seen as an
oppressive, distant
force, so local
strongmen, or
“capos”, filled the
power vacuum. They
offered protection,
mediated disputes, and
enforced a brutal but

was built on patronage,
family ties, and an
unwavering allegiance
to the organization
over all else. When
waves of ltalian
immigrants began
crossing the Atlantic in
the late 19th and early
20th centuries, they
carried this cultural
DNA with them.

Arrival In
the New
World

The first significant
wave of Italian
immigration to the
United States occurred
between 1880 and

1920. Millions of
peasants from
Southern Italy and

Sicily arrived, settling
in crowded tenements
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Chicago, New Orleans,
and Philadelphia. The
American dream was
often a nightmare of
exploitation, poverty,
and discrimination. In
this hostile
environment, the
structure of the Sicilian
Mafia offered a familiar
framework for survival.
Early criminal gangs,
often called the "Black
Hand," preyed on their
own communities
through extortion and
kidnapping, but they

were largely
disorganized. The
modern, hierarchical

American Mafia would
not truly begin to
coalesce until the
1920s, when a seismic
shift in American law
created the single
greatest business
opportunity organized
crime has ever known.

AMERICAN MAFIA:
THE PROHIBITION
ERA

The passage of the
18th Amendment in
1920, which banned
the manufacture, sale,
and transportation of
alcohol, was a
watershed moment in
the history of the
American Mafia.
Prohibition created a
vast, illegal market for
liquor, and the existing
street gangs were
perfectly positioned to
exploit it. This era
transformed petty
criminals into
sophisticated,
immensely wealthy
businessmen. It was
during this period that
the disparate gangs
began to formalize
their operations,
setting the stage for
the national crime
syndicate.



The
Castellam
marese
War and
the Rise
of Lucky
Luciano

The early years of
Prohibition were
dominated by two
powerful figures in New
York: Giuseppe "Joe
the Boss" Masseria

and Salvatore
Maranzano. Their
fierce  rivalry  over

territory and power
culminated in the
bloody

Castellammarese
War from 1929 to
1931. The war was a

pivotal moment in the
history of the American
Mafia because it led to
the rise of a new breed
of gangster who
prioritized business
over tradition. A
shrewd and ambitious
young gangster named
Charles "Lucky"
Luciano saw that the
constant infighting was
bad for business. He
secretly allied with
Maranzano to have
Masseria murdered in a
Coney Island
restaurant in 1931.

However, Luciano soon
realized that
Maranzano was just as
old-fashioned and
ruthless as Masseria.
Maranzano,

proclaiming himself
"Capo di Tutti Capi"
(Boss of All Bosses),
immediately began
plotting against
Luciano. Luciano struck
first. He engineered
the murder of

4 History Of The American Mafia 2022-11-22



History Of The American Mafia 5

Maranzano in his
Manhattan office in a
hit carried out by
Jewish gangsters whom
Maranzano would not
have recognized. This
assassination
effectively ended the
old-world, Sicilian-style
Mafia and ushered in
the modern American
syndicate.

The
Commissi
on: A
National
Crime
Syndicate

With his rivals
eliminated, Lucky
Luciano restructured
the American Mafia as
a formal, corporate-like

enterprise. He
abolished the title of
"Boss of Bosses,"
believing it created too
much of a target.
Instead, he established
a ruling body known as
The Commission in
1931. This was a board
of directors comprising
the bosses of the most
powerful crime families
in the <country,
primarily from New
York City. The
Commission was
designed to arbitrate
disputes, assign
territories, and
authorize major hits,
thereby preventing the
kind of devastating
internal wars that had
plagued the Mafia in its
infancy. This new
structure was efficient,
stable, and remarkably
effective. It marked the
true beginning of the
American Mafia as we
understand it—a
nationwide, multi-



ethnic syndicate
focused on  profit
through illicit activity
and legal business
infiltration.

THE GOLDEN AGE:
POST-WAR POWER
AND EXPANSION

The end of Prohibition
in 1933 did not cripple
the Mafia; it simply
diversified it.
Organizations that had
built networks for

bootlegging now
pivoted to other
rackets. The post-
World War Il era,

roughly from the 1940s
through the 1960s, is
widely considered the
"Golden Age" of the
American Mafia. This
period was marked by
unprecedented wealth,

influence, and a
carefully cultivated
public image.

Diversific
ation of
Criminal
Enterpris
e

During this peak, the
Mafia’s tentacles
reached into nearly
every corner of the
economy. Their core
businesses included:

e lllegal
Gambling:
Running
numbers rackets,
bookmaking, and
illegal casinos.
This was the
single largest
source of
revenue for
many families.

e Loan Sharking:
Providing loans
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at exorbitant
interest rates, a
business that
relied on the
threat of violence
for enforcement.
Labor Union
Infiltration: This
was perhaps
their most
insidious and
profitable
venture. By
controlling
powerful unions
like the
International
Brotherhood of
Teamsters, the
Mafia could
extort money
from businesses,
rig bids, and
control entire
industries like
construction,
trucking, and
garment
manufacturing.
Drug
Trafficking:
While initially

resisted by some
older bosses due
to the high risk
and severe
penalties, the
immense profits
of the heroin
trade drew most
families into the
narcotics
business by the
1950s.
Legitimate
Business
Infiltration: The
Mafia used its
capital to buy
into restaurants,
nightclubs,
vending machine
companies, and
waste
management,
using these as
fronts for money
laundering and
sources of legal
income.
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in the country for over
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New York City
remained the epicenter
of Mafia power,

dominated by the five
families that still
operate today:
Gambino, Genovese,
Lucchese, Colombo,
and Bonanno. Under
the leadership of
powerful bosses like
Vito Genovese and
Carlo Gambino, these
families controlled the
city's underworld with
an iron fist. Gambino,
in particular, was a
master of quiet,
strategic power. He
presented himself as a
humble businessman
while ruling the most

other way, as the Mafia
often provided goods
and services that the
public wanted but the
law forbade.

THE MAFIA AND
THE AMERICAN
IMAGINATION

The history of the
American Mafia is not
just about crime; it is
also about culture. The
public’'s fascination
with the Mafia
exploded in the 20th
century, fueled by
Hollywood and a
rebellious streak in the
American psyche. The
image of the Mafia
boss as a "man of
honor"—a provider for
his community who
kept order in his
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neighborhood—becam
e a powerful trope,
brilliantly exploited by
films like The
Godfather (1972).
Mario Puzo’s novel and
Francis Ford Coppola’s
film adaptation created
a complex mythology,
portraying the
Corleone family as a
tragic, honorable
institution corrupted by
a cruel world. This
romanticized view,
while wildly inaccurate,
cemented the Mafia's
place in the American
cultural landscape. At
the same time, a
darker, more cynical
portrayal emerged in
films like Goodfellas
(1990) and the hit
television series The
Sopranos, which
peeled back the curtain
to reveal the petty,
greedy, and spiritually
empty lives of the
modern mobster. The
American Mafia had

become a fixture in the
national

consciousness, a
symbol of both the
dream and the
nightmare of the
immigrant experience.

THE DECLINE: RICO
AND THE ERA OF
INDICTMENTS

The
Weapon
of the
Law

For decades, law
enforcement struggled
to convict high-level
Mafia bosses. They
could arrest low-level
soldiers for gambling
or assault, but the
bosses remained
insulated, protected by
the code of silence and
a web of corrupt




lawyers and
informants. That all
changed with the

passage of the
Racketeer
Influenced and
Corrupt
Organizations Act
(RICO) in 1970.

Originally slow to be
used effectively, RICO
became the single
most powerful tool in
the government’s
arsenal. It allowed
prosecutors to charge
an entire criminal
enterprise for the
pattern of crimes
committed by its
members. By showing
that a boss ordered a
single murder or
orchestrated a
kickback scheme,
prosecutors could
convict him for his role
in running a criminal
enterprise, even if he

never directly
participated in the
crime.
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The End
of
Omerta

The devastating impact
of RICO was
compounded by a
crucial cultural shift:
the breaking of the
code of silence. The
history of the American
Mafia is filled with
names of men who
chose to become
government witnesses,
but none were as
damaging as
Salvatore "Sammy
the Bull" Gravano. In
1991, Gravano, the
underboss of the
Gambino family,
confessed to 19
murders and agreed to
testify against his boss,
John Gotti. Gotti, the
flamboyant "Teflon
Don" who had been
acquitted in multiple
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high-profile trials, was
finally convicted and
sentenced to life in
prison. Gravano’s
cooperation sent
shockwaves through
the Mafia, proving that
even the closest inner
circle could not be
trusted. From the
1990s onward, a flood
of mobsters—captains,
soldiers, and even
bosses—chose to
cooperate, decimating
the ranks of the
American Mafia and
rendering many
families virtually
defunct.

THE MODERN ERA:
A WEAKENED BUT
PERSISTENT
FORCE

In the 21st century, the
American Mafia is a
shadow of its former
self. Decades of federal
indictments, RICO
prosecutions, and
internal betrayals have
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gutted its leadership
and destroyed its
mystique. The
Commission no longer
functions as the
powerful board it once
was. The vast,
orchestrating power of
the old Mafia families
has been significantly
reduced. However, it
would be a mistake to
say the American Mafia
is dead. While
decapitated, the
organization continues
to operate, particularly
in the Northeast.
Modern Mafia activity
is more localized,
lower-profile, and
focused on traditional
rackets like extortion,
loan sharking, and
illegal gambling, as
well as newer areas of
fraud, including health
care fraud and
cybercrime. The brutal,
headline-grabbing
violence of the past
has largely been



replaced by quiet,
economic predation.

CONCLUSION

The history of the
American Mafia is a
cautionary tale about
the dark side of the
American Dream. It is a
story of immigrants
who, denied
opportunities by the
mainstream, built a
powerful and brutal
parallel society. From
the tenements of Little
Italy to the heights of
labor union power, the
Mafia’s rise was fueled
by an immigrant’s
ambition and a ruthless
disregard for the law.
Its fall came not from a

12

lack of cunning, but
from the power of a
legal system that
finally caught up with
it, and from the
hollowing out of its
core principle: loyalty.
Today, the term
"Mafia" is more often a
metaphor for organized
power in any field,
from politics to
business, but its
original American
legacy remains a
powerful, sobering
chapter in the nation's
history. While its power
has been broken, its
imprint on the law,
culture, and collective
memory of the United
States remains
indelible.
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