
crimes of the 20th century
crimes of the 20th century represent some of the most notorious, impactful,
and widely studied offenses in modern history. Spanning from political
atrocities and organized crime to serial killings and financial fraud, these
crimes shaped societies and influenced legal and social reforms worldwide.
The 20th century witnessed a dramatic evolution in both the nature and scale
of criminal activities, propelled by rapid technological advancements, global
conflicts, and socio-economic changes. This article explores major crimes of
the 20th century, categorizing them into political crimes, organized crime
syndicates, serial killings, and white-collar crimes. Each category
highlights significant cases and their broader implications, providing an
insightful overview of how these offenses influenced law enforcement and
public consciousness. The following sections will delve into the defining
criminal acts and their lasting legacies in history.

Political Crimes and Atrocities

Organized Crime Syndicates

Infamous Serial Killers

White-Collar Crimes and Financial Scandals

Political Crimes and Atrocities
Political crimes of the 20th century encompass a range of offenses including
genocide, war crimes, and state-sponsored terrorism. These crimes often
involved systematic violence against civilians and political opponents,
resulting in profound human suffering and geopolitical consequences. The
century was marked by some of the deadliest political atrocities, which have
been extensively documented and condemned in international law.

The Holocaust
The Holocaust remains one of the most devastating crimes of the 20th century,
where approximately six million Jews were systematically murdered by Nazi
Germany during World War II. This genocide also targeted other groups such as
Romani people, disabled individuals, and political dissidents. The Holocaust
exposed the extreme consequences of racial hatred and totalitarian regimes,
leading to the establishment of international human rights laws and the
United Nations.



Rwandan Genocide
In 1994, the Rwandan Genocide resulted in the massacre of an estimated
800,000 Tutsi and moderate Hutu within a span of 100 days. This political
crime reflected ethnic tensions that escalated into mass violence and
highlighted the international community's failure to intervene promptly. The
genocide has since been a significant case study in understanding ethnic
conflict and the role of international justice mechanisms like the
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.

Other Political Atrocities
Beyond these genocides, the 20th century witnessed other political crimes
such as the Khmer Rouge’s brutal regime in Cambodia, Stalin’s purges in the
Soviet Union, and various state-sponsored acts of repression and torture
worldwide. These crimes underscored the dangers of unchecked political power
and contributed to the development of international human rights advocacy.

Organized Crime Syndicates
Organized crime syndicates of the 20th century were responsible for extensive
illegal enterprises that influenced economies, politics, and societies
globally. These criminal organizations diversified their activities from
traditional racketeering and smuggling to drug trafficking and money
laundering, often operating across borders.

American Mafia
The American Mafia, also known as La Cosa Nostra, became synonymous with
organized crime in the United States during the 20th century. Their
involvement in bootlegging during Prohibition, gambling, loan sharking, and
labor racketeering created a complex criminal network. Law enforcement
agencies undertook significant efforts to dismantle mafia operations,
resulting in high-profile trials and convictions.

Yakuza and International Crime Groups
The Yakuza in Japan and various other international crime groups such as the
Russian mafia and Mexican drug cartels also rose to prominence during this
period. These organizations were deeply embedded in their respective
societies, engaging in both violent and non-violent crimes, influencing
political corruption and economic activities on a global scale.



Common Activities of Organized Crime

Drug trafficking and distribution

Illegal gambling operations

Human trafficking and smuggling

Money laundering and financial fraud

Extortion and racketeering

Infamous Serial Killers
The 20th century was marked by the emergence of serial killers who captured
public attention due to the gruesome nature of their crimes and the
psychological profiles that fascinated criminologists. These criminals often
operated over extended periods, committing multiple murders that challenged
law enforcement capabilities.

Ted Bundy
Ted Bundy was one of the most notorious serial killers in American history,
responsible for the deaths of numerous young women during the 1970s. His
charm and intelligence masked a brutal and manipulative personality, making
his case a landmark in criminal profiling and forensic psychology.

Jack the Ripper’s Legacy and 20th Century Killers
While Jack the Ripper's crimes occurred at the end of the 19th century, his
legacy influenced the study of serial killers well into the 20th century.
Other infamous killers such as the Zodiac Killer and John Wayne Gacy
contributed to a growing awareness of serial murder as a distinct criminal
phenomenon requiring specialized investigative techniques.

Impact on Law Enforcement
The investigation of serial killers led to advancements in forensic science,
including DNA profiling and criminal psychology. These developments have
significantly improved the ability to solve complex cases and understand
criminal behavior patterns.



White-Collar Crimes and Financial Scandals
White-collar crimes in the 20th century involved deceitful practices by
individuals and corporations to obtain financial gain, often at the expense
of public trust and economic stability. These crimes highlighted
vulnerabilities in regulatory systems and prompted reforms in corporate
governance and financial oversight.

Enron Scandal
Although the Enron scandal primarily unfolded in the early 21st century, its
roots and related white-collar crimes trace back to practices developed in
the late 20th century. Enron’s fraudulent accounting practices and corporate
corruption epitomized the dangers of unchecked corporate power and the need
for stringent financial regulations.

Stock Market Manipulation and Insider Trading
The 20th century saw numerous cases of stock market manipulation and insider
trading that undermined investor confidence. High-profile cases involving
prominent businessmen and politicians exposed systemic issues within
financial markets and led to the enhancement of regulatory bodies like the
Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC).

Common Types of White-Collar Crimes

Fraud and embezzlement

Bribery and corruption

Money laundering

Tax evasion

Insider trading

Frequently Asked Questions

What were some of the most notorious crimes of the
20th century?
Some of the most notorious crimes of the 20th century include the Lindbergh



baby kidnapping, the St. Valentine's Day Massacre, the Zodiac Killer murders,
the assassination of John F. Kennedy, and the Great Train Robbery of 1963.

Who was the Zodiac Killer and why is he infamous?
The Zodiac Killer was an unidentified serial killer who operated in Northern
California in the late 1960s and early 1970s. He is infamous for sending
cryptic letters and ciphers to the press and police, taunting authorities
while committing multiple murders.

What impact did the Great Depression have on crime
rates in the 20th century?
The Great Depression led to increased crime rates in the 1930s due to
widespread unemployment and poverty. This period saw a rise in bank
robberies, bootlegging, and organized crime, with figures like John Dillinger
and Bonnie and Clyde becoming infamous.

How did advancements in forensic science during the
20th century change crime investigation?
Advancements such as fingerprint analysis, DNA profiling, and improved
ballistics greatly enhanced the ability of law enforcement to solve crimes.
These technologies led to more accurate identification of suspects and helped
to exonerate the innocent.

What was the significance of the Lindbergh baby
kidnapping case?
The Lindbergh baby kidnapping in 1932 was one of the first highly publicized
kidnapping cases in the U.S. It led to the Federal Kidnapping Act, also known
as the 'Lindbergh Law,' which made kidnapping a federal offense and increased
law enforcement cooperation.

How did organized crime evolve during the 20th
century?
Organized crime grew significantly during the 20th century, especially during
Prohibition in the 1920s when criminal groups profited from illegal alcohol
sales. Over time, organized crime expanded into drug trafficking, gambling,
and other illicit activities, influencing politics and economies worldwide.

Additional Resources
1. In Cold Blood by Truman Capote
This groundbreaking true crime novel details the brutal 1959 murders of the



Clutter family in rural Kansas. Capote's meticulous research and narrative
style pioneered the true crime genre, blending factual reporting with
novelistic storytelling. The book explores the psychology of the killers and
the impact of the crime on the community.

2. The Executioner's Song by Norman Mailer
This Pulitzer Prize-winning book chronicles the life and death of Gary
Gilmore, who gained notoriety as the first person executed in the United
States after the reinstatement of the death penalty in 1976. Mailer delves
into Gilmore's troubled past, his crimes, and the ethical debates surrounding
capital punishment. The narrative offers a profound look at justice and
American society.

3. Helter Skelter by Vincent Bugliosi and Curt Gentry
Written by the prosecutor of the Charles Manson trial, this book provides a
detailed account of the Manson Family murders in 1969. It reveals the
chilling motives behind the killings and the complex investigation that
followed. "Helter Skelter" remains one of the best-selling true crime books
ever published.

4. The Stranger Beside Me by Ann Rule
Ann Rule, a former police officer, recounts her personal connection to Ted
Bundy, one of America's most infamous serial killers. The book combines
Rule’s intimate observations with a thorough account of Bundy’s crimes and
trial. It is a gripping exploration of how evil can hide behind a charming
facade.

5. Black Dahlia Avenger by Steve Hodel
This investigative book presents a compelling theory that LAPD detective
George Hodel was responsible for the infamous 1947 Black Dahlia murder. Steve
Hodel, the author and son of the detective, uses forensic evidence and
historical research to support his claims. The book sheds new light on one of
the most notorious unsolved cases in American history.

6. Mindhunter by John E. Douglas and Mark Olshaker
Former FBI profiler John Douglas shares his experiences studying the minds of
serial killers and violent offenders during the 1970s and 1980s. The book
explores the development of criminal profiling techniques and the
psychological insights gained from interviewing notorious criminals.
"Mindhunter" inspired a popular Netflix series of the same name.

7. The Boston Strangler by Gerold Frank
This book investigates the series of murders attributed to the Boston
Strangler between 1962 and 1964. Frank provides a detailed narrative of the
crimes, the victims, and the eventual suspect, Albert DeSalvo. The book
raises questions about the nature of justice and the reliability of
confessions.

8. The Onion Field by Joseph Wambaugh
A harrowing account of the 1963 kidnapping and murder of two LAPD officers by
two criminals after a routine traffic stop. Wambaugh, a former police



officer, offers an insider’s perspective on the tragedy and its aftermath.
The book highlights the emotional toll on law enforcement and the pursuit of
justice.

9. Perfect Murder, Perfect Town by Lawrence Schiller
This work examines the 1993 murder of six-year-old JonBenét Ramsey in
Boulder, Colorado, a case that captivated the nation. Schiller provides an
in-depth look at the investigation, media frenzy, and the theories
surrounding the unsolved crime. The book captures the complexities and
controversies of high-profile criminal cases.
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