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This book aims to provide an accessible introduction to the study of organised
crime – about those who commit it, the effect it has on individuals, businesses
and states, and the ways in which states and the international community have
sought to contain it. It explores all facets of what has become one of the key
problems facing governments, policy makers and law enforcement agencies in
the early twenty-first century.
Organised Crime has four predominant themes:
•
•
•
•

the nature and central concepts of organised crime
the specific activities with which it is associated
its origins and growth nationally, regionally and globally
the efforts by the international community and law enforcement agencies to
contain, regulate and control the risks that it poses
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The book contains a number of detailed case studies illustrating the growth of
organised crime at national, international and transnational levels, ranging from
the mafia, criminal gangs in the UK through to the new wave of organised crime
in Russia and the post-Soviet states. It will be essential reading for both students
and practitioners in the police and other law enforcement agencies who have a
concern with organised crime worldwide.
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Preface

The primary aim of this book is to provide an accessible introduction
to the study of organised crime: for undergraduate and postgraduate
students who need an overview of the subject for their studies; for
professional investigators with a need for knowledge of historical
context and contemporary theory but with little time for research;
and for the general reader who wants to know more about organised
crime, beyond the news headlines.
A number of people have both fuelled my interest over the years
and provided practical help to enable me to complete the book.
First, my thanks go to Frank Gregory of the Department of Politics,
Southampton University, who encouraged me to engage in the subject
during the late 1980s and thereafter. I worked closely with Frank and
with Alan Waymont on my ﬁrst piece of academic research: a study
of drugs squads and intelligence in England and Wales in the wake
of the setting up of the new Regional Crime Squad Drugs Wings
(Wright and Waymont 1989; Wright et al. 1993). Later, the ‘Chilworth
Conferences’ that Frank organised under the aegis of the Department
of Politics of Southampton University during the 1990s led to many
interesting discussions with other academics and practitioners. In
particular, Gerald Brookes, Mike Levi, Paddy Rawlinson and Phil
Williams were the origin of a number of ideas and trains of thought
on the subject, which extended my knowledge and sharpened my
interest.
Secondly, my thanks go to Professor Geza Katona, Dr Miklos Benke
and other colleagues in the Hungarian Police Research Association for
their help with a study of organised crime in Hungary (Wright 1997).
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This research forms part of Chapter 7 in relation to organised crime
in Eastern and Central Europe. Thirdly, my thanks go to Assistant
Commissioner Tarique Ghaffur and colleagues in the Specialist Crime
Directorate at New Scotland Yard for inviting me to help deﬁne a
performance framework for Operation Maxim in 2003–4. This, with
regular and frequent contact with police ofﬁcers and academic
colleagues over recent years, has sustained my interest and extended
my knowledge of the subject of organised crime.
A number of other people also deserve thanks for their help in
encouraging the completion of this text. Professor Steve Savage and
Dr Paul Norman of the Institute of Criminal Justice Studies (ICJS),
University of Portsmouth, kindly agreed that I could make use of
some of the material that I produced for the Institute’s distancelearning units on the subject. My thanks go to Professor Tim Hope,
Dr Rob Mawby, Professor Anne Worrall and other colleagues at the
Department of Criminology at Keele University for granting me a
visiting research fellowship in 2004 to help me complete this and other
work. My thanks also go to Chris Lewis and Tom Williamson of ICJS,
University of Portsmouth and to Rob Mawby of Keele University
for their kindness and generosity in reading the manuscript and
for making a number of suggestions for improvement. Finally, my
thanks go to my wife Patricia, to whom I dedicate this book. Without
her loving support (and some valuable practical help with the proofreading), I could not have completed it.
Alan Wright
Keele University
October 2005
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Introduction

This is a book about organised crime: about those who commit it and
the effect that it has on individuals, businesses and states. To a lesser
extent, it is also about the ways in which states and the international
community have sought to contain it. Many books are already available
on organised crime, in both the popular and academic literature.
With regard to the popular literature, browsing the bookshops and
scanning internet sources reveals an increasing number of books that
fall within the genre of ‘true crime’. These books provide the general
reader with dramatic accounts of organised crime gangs and their
exploits. As such, they are the kind of thing that might break the
tedium of waiting at an airport. However, their appeal is to a mass
market rather than to the somewhat more limited number of people
who are making a serious study of the subject. Of course, this is not
to say that many of the writers who have contributed to this popular
literature have not taken the subject seriously. Indeed, accounts of
the subject by investigative journalists have often been at the very
forefront of probing the clandestine world of organised crime.
In recent years, former gang members have taken advantage of
the popularity of the subject to publish accounts of their criminal
activities. Readers might justiﬁably suppose that the authors of such
books have written them to explain away their criminality or simply
to make money. In many respects, these books sit more comfortably
alongside the ﬁctional accounts of gangster life that have had their
niche in the popular literature since the 1930s than with more
rigorous accounts of the subject. However, it is certainly true that
both ‘true crime’ and ﬁctional accounts provide interesting insights
xi
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into organised crime and its people. Nevertheless, serious students
of the subject need to approach these popular texts with a great deal
of caution and to distinguish well-researched reporting and analysis
from the less reliable material that is widely available.
Academic writers have published an increasing number of valuable
texts on the subject in recent years, in the form both of books and
journal articles. These texts often consist of rigorous analysis of
specialised aspects of organised crime. Hobbs, for example, provides
penetrating accounts of organised crime in London, its social context
and the attitudes of detectives who investigate it (1988, 1995).
Much of the recent academic writing in the ﬁeld consists of chapter
contributions to edited volumes or articles in journals. For example,
Passas (1995) provides a useful edited collection of classic and
exploratory studies of aspects of the subject. Edwards and Gill (2003)
and Beare (2003) provide edited collections of critical papers on the
troublesome concept of transnational organised crime and responses
to it. Journals such as Transnational Organized Crime and Trends in
Organized Crime provide useful articles on a range of connected
topics. The British Journal of Criminology frequently publishes articles
on empirical research on the subject that are of interest to academics
and to policy makers.
The literature from the United States includes a number of textbooks
on the subject, although written mainly with the American market in
mind. Here, Albanese and Abadinsky provide wide-ranging studies
of organised crime that have gone to several editions (Albanese 1996;
Abadinsky 2002). The text by Lyman and Potter, which is now in
its third edition, is detailed and useful, although again the authors
appear to have aimed it mainly at the American market (1997, 1999,
2004). Nash (1993) and Kelly (2000) represent a comparatively new
genre in the literature on organised crime, namely handbooks and
encyclopaedias on the subject, which have increased in number in
recent years. These contain extensive sources of material, although
some prior knowledge is necessary to enable readers to make best use
of them. By their very nature, however, such works do not present a
holistic overview of the subject.
The predominance of collections and specialist texts means that
few books are currently available to introduce the subject to those
who are new to it. It is certainly true that overviews of the subject
are available. For example, the chapters by Hobbs, Levi and Nelken
in the various editions of the Oxford Handbook of Criminology provide
scholarly material from experts of high international reputation
(Hobbs 1994; Levi 2002; Nelken 2002). With these exceptions, few
xii
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academic texts provide a broadly-based introduction that reviews the
components of the debate in a critical yet systematic way.
This book seeks to address this perceived gap in the literature.
Overall, it aims to provide an introductory analysis of the subject
at a reasonable theoretical level. However, it should be accessible to
readers who do not have extensive prior knowledge. Throughout, the
text makes use of examples and case studies to highlight the problems
that organised crime presents. It includes an extensive review of the
literature through which readers can assess and evaluate the subject.
The book has four predominant themes:
•
•
•
•

the nature and central concepts of organised crime;
the speciﬁc activities with which it is associated;
its origins and growth nationally, regionally and globally; and
the efforts by the international community and law enforcement
agencies to contain, regulate and control the risks that it poses.

The book examines each of these themes in turn. Chapter 1 deals with
the problems of deﬁning organised crime and locating it conceptually
and geographically. Chapter 2 deals with gang life and the violence
that often accompanies it. Chapters 3 and 4 deal with some of the key
activities of organised crime: ‘enterprise’ crime, drug trafﬁcking and
people trafﬁcking. Chapters 5 to 8 cover the origins and growth of
organised crime in various parts of the world. Chapter 9 explores the
law enforcement measures and the control and regulatory strategies
through which states and the international community have sought
to tackle organised crime. A more detailed outline of each chapter is
as follows.
Chapter 1 examines the problems of deﬁning organised crime
and discusses a number of examples drawn from both ofﬁcial and
criminological sources. It explores the contestability of meaning
that surrounds the subject, suggesting that the very nature of
organised crime makes its deﬁnition a problem. It examines social
perspectives on organised crime, exploring conﬂicting theories about
the rationality of speciﬁc criminal groups and the extent to which
analysts can legitimately say that such crime groups are ‘organised’.
The chapter examines critical claims from writers such as Reuter
(1983) who argue that gang activity in illegal markets is in fact
radically ‘disorganised’. The chapter concludes with a review of the
loci of organised crime, exploring the distinctions between national,
international and transnational levels and between its manifestations
in the social, political and economic domains. It also examines the
xiii
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extent of the pluralisation of organised crime in recent years and
begins to elaborate on its impact and the importance of locating it
within the contemporary discourse about risk.
Chapter 2 examines the rise of gangs, questioning the extent to
which criminal groups have distinctive organisational dynamics and
pose speciﬁc risks to communities. Based upon a review of research
into gang life and culture, it ﬁrst examines the socialisation of gang
members and the role played by delinquency in encouraging gang
membership. Secondly, the chapter discusses the typology of gangs
and organised crime groups. This includes their structure, the way in
which they are organised, their cohesion and their relationships with
the authorities and with local communities. It also critically assesses
the degree of rationality that they demonstrate in goal setting. This
chapter also discusses the crucial roles of drug dealing, violence and
coercion, including the potential for youth and street gangs to provide
a pathway into more sophisticated forms of organised crime.
Economic or ‘business’ crime is central to the activities of most
organised criminal groups. Chapter 3 discusses the historical
development of economic crime and recognises that not all organised
crime is associated with gangs. It sets out a number of historical and
contemporary examples, examining the extent to which they pose
speciﬁc risks in the political, social and economic domains. To place
this in perspective, this chapter examines the so-called ‘enterprise’
theory of organised crime. It compares the activities of organised
crime groups with those of legitimate business. It explores enterprise
crime its many forms, including money laundering. This chapter also
examines issues in the development of corporate fraud and so-called
‘white-collar’ crime. It questions whether an analysis of the subject
should distinguish this from other forms of organised crime or regard
it as part of the same phenomenon.
Because of their central importance to questions of international
organised crime, drug and people trafﬁcking deserve a more holistic
analysis than the study of a particular region or group can provide.
Chapter 4 examines the scope of these problems, discussing the
typologies of drug and people trafﬁckers and the supply chain
through which they operate. It illustrates the relationship between
drug trafﬁcking and organised crime, including a number of examples
relating to particular jurisdictions and to the activity of criminal and
terrorist groups in the USA, Asia, Europe and South America. In recent
years, the smuggling of economic and political migrants has become
an important source of revenue for organised criminal groups. Many
of the criminal groups discussed in later chapters have this activity
xiv
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at the centre of their operations. In addition to economic and political
factors, changing conceptions of nationality and the willingness of
criminal groups to develop lucrative new markets have encouraged
this form of organised crime. The movement of women and children
for sexual and other purposes has become part of the activity of
specialist groups, especially those from Eastern and Central Europe.
Chapter 4 examines this particular area of activity in more detail.
Chapter 5 begins to examine the subject in a comparative
perspective, through an examination of so-called ‘traditional’ organised
crime groups including the Maﬁa, the Chinese Tongs and Triads and
the Japanese Yakuza. First, it examines the rise of organised crime
in Europe, in particular, the growth of the Sicilian Maﬁa and other
groups emanating from southern Italy. It discusses the activities of
such groups, especially the predominance of illicit protection and
its early role in Italy of providing social control in the absence of
effective government. It examines the Maﬁa diaspora, whereby their
activities have spread beyond their original roots. Secondly, this
chapter examines organised crime of Chinese origin. In particular, it
explores the activities of Triad and Tong groups, whose operations
have extended to Europe, to the USA and elsewhere. This includes
people smuggling by so-called ‘snakehead’ gangs, and participation
in every level of the illicit drug trade from production through to
local distribution. Thirdly, the chapter examines the activities of
Japanese organised crime, in particular the Yakuza, who have been
heavily involved in political corruption and drug trafﬁcking. It also
discusses the activities of the Yakuza in developing their ﬁnancial
interests in the USA and elsewhere.
Chapter 6 explores the growth of organised crime within the
territory which provides the paradigm example of free-market
capitalism: the United States of America. Beginning with early
examples of the development of crime groups of Irish, Jewish and
Italian-American origin, this chapter reviews the history of organised
crime in the USA, comparing different types of organisations and
their activities. It discusses the importance of the prohibition era
and the ways in which this contributed to the growth of syndicated
crime. Building on the discussion in Chapters 1 and 2, this chapter
examines the pluralisation of organised crime in the USA since
the 1960s, including the growth of youth gangs, motorcycle gangs,
prison gangs and the development of other, non-traditional forms of
organised crime. In particular, it examines the role of ethnic groups
of Hispanic, African-American and Asian origin, referring to what
Ianni (1974) has called the ‘ethnic succession thesis’ (see Chapter 6
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for the main discussion of this concept). It sets out a critique of US
federal policy on organised crime since 1967, including the impact
that this has had on control measures. It indicates the role that the
US government has accorded to organised crime in developing its
foreign policy. Finally, this chapter examines the importance of the
gangster image in American popular culture and its inﬂuence beyond
the USA. It examines the relationship between gang life, public
perceptions and the media, including the propensity of the fashion
and entertainment industries to promote gangster chic and the cult
of celebrity.
Chapter 7 examines the growth of the new wave of organised
crime groups. First, it examines the rise of non-traditional forms of
organised crime in Europe, including the growth of corporate fraud
and smuggling of contraband. Secondly, it discusses the growth
of organised crime in the post-Soviet states since the demise of
communism. This includes a review of the impact of the history of
the Soviet era and the political changes of the late 1980s on organised
crime. It examines Russian organised crime, setting out its main
characteristics and activities. It discusses the growth of organised crime
in Eastern and Central Europe and the Baltic Sea states. It assesses
the efforts to control organised crime in these jurisdictions, including
the implications of best and worst case scenarios. Thirdly, this
chapter examines organised crime that emanates from the developing
world, and that which criminal gangs perpetrate upon developing
countries. Following Passas (1998), it discusses the impact of the
‘criminogenic asymmetries’ that exist between the states of the
developed and the developing world. To illustrate some of the
difﬁculties, it sets out a case study of organised crime emanating from
Nigeria. Finally, it reviews the internationalisation of organised crime
in the collaboration between the Maﬁa, Asian groups, Colombian
drug cartels and others. It discusses the viability of the so-called
pax maﬁosa and ‘merger’ theses in the work of Sterling (1994) and
Robinson (2002).
Chapter 8 examines the character and dynamics of organised crime
in one jurisdiction, focusing on the development of criminal gangs in
Britain as a case study. In particular, it examines the history of gangs
in relation to the development of an ‘underworld’ of criminal groups
in the 1920s and thereafter. It reviews the growth and the present state
of such enterprise through an examination of what Morton (2002) has
called ‘Britain’s gangland’. This chapter also discusses the rise and
fall of particular criminal groups, including the Richardson and Kray
gangs and those who followed them. In doing so, it contrasts the
xvi
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operation of these earlier types of British criminal gang with more
recent developments, highlighting their activities in relation to both
violent and ‘enterprise’ crime, especially drug trafﬁcking. Finally, the
chapter brieﬂy explores the relationship between organised crime
and new communities in Britain.
Chapter 9 discusses the ways in which Britain, Europe, the USA
and the international community generally have sought to tackle
the problem of organised crime. First, it examines some of the
theoretical and practical problems of using control strategies and
other forms of regulation in response to organised crime. It discusses
the difﬁculties of measuring organised crime within and across
jurisdictions. Secondly, the chapter discusses the role of investigation
and the use of criminal intelligence systems to deal with the problem
at national and international levels. It examines issues that relate to
law enforcement at three levels: in single jurisdictions; in bilateral cooperation between states; and in multilateral co-operation. Thirdly, this
chapter examines the work of international bodies such as the United
Nations (UN), the G7/8 group of nations and the European Union
(EU) in generating high levels of co-operation through international
treaties and agreements. Finally, it discusses the measures that the
international community has instituted for the purposes of drug
control.
In conclusion, this book argues that organised crime is one of the
key problems facing public policy in the early twenty-ﬁrst century.
Although risk is the predominant concept under which we currently
subsume organised crime, this chapter suggests that it is necessary to
look beyond risk to understand the extent to which the very fabric of
capitalist society has organised crime embedded within it.
The fact that organised crime is continually changing to provide
new threats and challenges unites the themes that this volume
discusses. In particular, there has been a change from gang-related
‘underworlds’ of the pre- and post-Second World War periods to a
more fragmented and diverse panorama of criminal groups at the
beginning of the twenty-ﬁrst century. These changes to the nature and
meaning of organised crime have not served to reduce the danger that
it presents. New risks are continually emerging. Despite the focus on
terrorism since the attack on the World Trade Center in New York
on 11 September 2001 (and other events since, especially, in Britain,
the London bombings of 7 July 2005), the international community
rightly continues to regard organised crime as an important challenge.
At the international level, it can affect relationships between states.
It has the potential to spell ruin for national economies, especially
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in the developing world. Locally, it can blight the development of
thriving communities.
The extent to which some states might now regard terrorism
as ‘organised crime against humanity’ may well indicate that a
combined study is required. However, the intensely political nature
of terrorism suggests that it should have its own ﬁeld of specialist
study. Therefore, although this volume will refer to the connection
between organised crime and terrorism where necessary, its primary
focus is upon organised crime as an important topic in its own
right.
The dangers that organised crime presents make it imperative to
take seriously its history, the theoretical debates that surround the
subject and their practical implications. For all of these reasons,
organised crime is a subject worthy of serious study in the universities
and in the relevant professions. Accordingly, this book encourages
deeper examination of the literature through which readers may
further explore the political, economic and social contexts of the
subject.

xviii
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Chapter 1

Mapping rough terrain:
the contested concept
of organised crime

Organised crime is a subject that has attracted ofﬁcial and public
attention for many years. Most governments and law enforcement
agencies have long regarded it as a signiﬁcant policy issue, a point
illustrated by the exceptional levels of resources that they expend
to deal with it. It is also of considerable public interest, receiving
extensive coverage in the press. Frequently the subject of television
documentary programmes and of ﬁlm drama, also it has a wide
following in popular literature. Because of its extent, it presents
exceptional risks and challenges to the social, political and economic
well-being of states and to the international community. For these
reasons, if for no others, it is worthy of serious study.
In the light of this extensive interest from many sources, there
may be a temptation to plunge into a discussion of substantive
examples or into a debate about the means through which states
and law enforcement agencies seek to deal with it. The controversy
that continues to surround the subject, however, provides a good
reason for doing neither. Before dealing with substantive examples
or examining how states are tackling organised crime, it is necessary
to set out a critical framework that will foster some clarity about its
controversial nature. Such a framework is required to set organised
crime into a theoretical context through which those who are new to
the subject can understand it. The aim in this chapter, therefore, is to
clarify some of the conceptual problems identiﬁed since theorists and
policy makers began to examine organised crime more systematically
in the 1960s.
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