THE OLD NEIGHBOURHOOD: BOSTON’S “SOUTHIE”
Audiences who have never set foot in South Boston may think they know something of the “Southie” neighbourhood, the setting for Good People. The working-class area, located south and east of the Fort Point Channel, has achieved certain notoriety within popular culture. Discussing his motives for writing the play, South Boston product Lindsay-Abaire laments the common stereotype of a Southie resident: “The racist, the low-life, the Irish drunk, the drug addict, the welfare mom, the mobster working for Whitey Bulger.” 

While acknowledging some of these less flattering aspects of the area and its history, Lindsay-Abaire aimed to show that the Lower End area where he was raised was “mostly comprised of regular, working-class people who were trying to make good lives for themselves and for their families... salt of the earth people.” Ironically, he observes that much of the popular perception of South Boston stems from recent films that are not actually set in Southie, but in neighbouring areas, such as David O. Russell’s The Fighter (set in Lowell, Massachusetts) and Ben Affleck’s The Town  (set in Charlestown). Other films, like Martin Scorsese’s The Departed  (loosely based on the infamous Bulger), have cemented the perceived connection between South Boston and the violent Irish mob. Lindsay-Abaire credits Affleck, in particular, with widely popularizing the stereotypical Southie; he notes wryly that Affleck himself did not grow up in Southie, but in suburban Cambridge—the home of Harvard University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

The Southie of Good People began to take shape in the mid-19th century, when large waves of Irish immigrants arrived in Boston. Irish people had settled in the city in the 18th century, in the era when South Boston and its Castle Island had played a significant role in the American Revolution. However, the disastrous Irish potato famine of 1845–49 triggered a major surge in immigration. The story of these Irish settlers in South Boston, and the difficulties that they faced, has been continuously passed down to later generations of Southie inhabitants, including Lindsay-Abaire. 

He recalls, “I was always told that South Boston came to be when the Irish immigrants came and were shunned in most quarters because they were thought to be filthy, dirty lowlifes, and nobody wanted them in their neighbourhood. So, [the immigrants] were like, ‘What about this little patch of mud,’ and they went over to this uninhabited isthmus and they formed a community. Because they were so ostracized, they turned to each other for comfort and protection, and became a segregated community in every sense of the word. They took care of each other and learned to be suspicious of outsiders, often for good reasons.”

Both this communal aspect of the Southie area and its sometimes stifling insularity persisted for decades after the immigration influx of the 19th century. In the 20th century, these conditions led to a series of notorious altercations that continue to haunt the neighbourhood and contribute to its dubious reputation. When public schools became desegregated, in the years following the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the state of Massachusetts’ Racial Imbalance Act, some South Boston residents reacted with heated opposition to the “busing” in of African-American students. In the mid-1970s, protests of the desegregation measures turned violent—a milieu reflected in the discomfiting memory of Mike’s “fight” with, and near-killing of, the African-American youth in Good People . Lindsay-Abaire, who was just four years old when the busing riots took place, reflects that while South Boston has historically been a “wonderfully tight-knit and protective community, ...unfortunately that mindset can also have its ugly side.”

Today’s South Boston is a markedly different place. As the City of Boston’s website tells it, “Once a predominantly Irish Catholic community, in recent years South Boston has become increasingly desirable among young professionals and families who are attracted to the neighbourhood’s strong sense of community and quick access to downtown and public transportation.” A recent headline on The Huffington Post  declares, “South Boston No Longer Rough Boston of Whitey Bulger’s Earlier Years.” The article notes the greatly reduced crime rate in the area, but concedes that, coinciding with Southie’s rapid gentrification, “some people who grew up in South Boston can no longer afford to live here.” It is easy to imagine Good People ’s Margie woefully priced out of this new Southie, “dotted with expensive condominiums snapped up by professionals.”

For his part, Lindsay-Abaire admits that he drew most of his inspiration from the South Boston of his childhood, while nevertheless setting the story in the present-day, during the recent, debilitating downturn of the American economy. If this Southie of the playwright’s memory is still overwhelmingly populated by blue-collar Irish-Americans with thick local accents, it is, pointedly, free of gangsters. Margie even jokes, sarcastically, that Mike hung around with the Whitey Bulger gang, when Kate asks for details about his “rough” Southie upbringing. “No one I knew really fit the Southie stereotypes that people seem to have,” reflects Lindsay-Abaire. “Part of writing the play was my responding to those stereotypes—most of which are thirty years old and weren’t even accurate thirty years ago.”
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