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Whitey Bulger (James Joseph “Whitey” Bulger Jr.) is per-
haps the most notorious gangster from the South Boston 
area, which is saying a lot given the history and tradition of 
organized crime in “Southie,” as they call it. Bulger was a 
key figure of a criminal organization from the early 1970s 
to the mid-1990s and head of this organization for much 
of that time. Under heat from authorities, he fled in 1994, 
and for 12 years he was on the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted” 
list. Bulger was apprehended with his long-term girlfriend, 
Catherine Greig, in Santa Monica, California, in 2011. He 
was sentenced on November 14, 2013 to two terms of life 
imprisonment, plus five years.

Bulger is believed to have been largely in charge of nar-
cotics distribution and extortion rackets in the Southie 
area during most of the 1980s and early 1990s, along with 
the violence inherent to such a position. Interestingly, most 
sources show that he was also an FBI informant during 
much of this time period, which allowed him to essentially 
“get away with murder” and his other illegal activities.

Perhaps most related to this chapter, Bulger was seen locally 
as a type of Robin Hood figure, considered by most people 
on the streets as a sort of guardian protecting the interests 
of the neighborhood or local area. After all, Bulger had been 
a key element of organized crime in that area for many years, 
and this led to a subcultural/cultural climate placing him 

as an authority for all 
that happened in that 
locale. Furthermore, 
much of his business 
dealt with narcotics 
distribution and extor-
tion, so his motives fit 
the other theories in 
this chapter of being 
largely based on finding 
criminal opportunities 
despite the relatively 
poor and deprived con-
ditions of the South 
Boston region.

So why did he do it? 
As alluded to before, 
Bulger likely saw the 
draw of organized 
crime as being his only 
way to achieve the higher financial and/or social status that 
could be obtained in the South Boston area. After all, there 
were not many legitimate opportunities open to him given 
his early criminal record, not to mention the deprivation and 
lack of stable employment in that region. Furthermore, he 
probably also desired to become an important figure in the 
subculture/culture of that area, and the only likely way to 
do that was to become a prominent figure in the organized 
crime syndicates.

THINK ABOUT IT:

1.	 Can you relate to Bulger’s local community’s attitude 
toward him as a type of hero?

2.	 How do you think such a subculture develops in local 
communities for such prominent gangsters?
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Whitey Bulger (1929–) was 
the head of one of the most 
notorious organized crime 
syndicates in Boston until he 
was apprehended in Southern 
California in 2011.
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evaluation to be effective in producing gains in conflict resolution, development of pro-
social values, and reductions in aggression, and a follow-up showed that these attributes 
were maintained for a long period of time. Another recent anti-aggression training 
program for foster-home boys showed much success in increasing levels of empathy, 
self-efficacy, and attribution style among boys who had exhibited early-onset aggression. 
Ultimately, there are effective programs out there that promote prosocial norms and cul-
ture. More efforts should be devoted to promoting such programs that will help negate 
the antisocial cultural norms of individuals, especially among high-risk youths.


