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Some time in the early 1950s the present author became struck by the curious fact that exactly the same stories and myths were told about certain types of bandits as bringers of justice and social redistributors all over Europe; indeed, as became increasingly clear, all over the globe. Following Dr Samuel Johnson’s injunction to




let observation with extensive view


survey mankind from China to Peru,





readers of this book will find them in both countries, and indeed in all inhabited continents. This discovery formed the basis of an essay, ‘The Social Bandit’, the first chapter of a book of studies in archaic forms of social movement, Primitive Rebels (Manchester, 1959). Ten years later, on the basis of further studies, especially in Latin America, this was expanded into the first edition of the present book (Bandits, London, 1969). This, in effect, formed the starting-point of the rapidly growing contemporary study of bandit history, much of which (certainly since Anton Blok’s critique in 1971) has not accepted the ‘social banditry’ thesis, at least in its original form. Subsequent editions (for Penguin Books, 1971) and for an American publisher (Pantheon Books, 1981), both now out of print, revised and expanded the original text and took account of the mass of new material and those criticisms which seemed to me to be well-taken. What lies before the reader now is thus the fourth revised edition of Bandits.




There are three major reasons for preparing it, apart from the fact that various publishers still think that the book has not lost its interest. First, and most obviously, a number of the major works on the history of banditry have appeared since 1981, for instance on Chinese, Ottoman Turkish and Balkan bandits, on Latin America, the Mediterranean and a number of more out-of-the-way regions, not forgetting Friedrich Katz’s long-awaited biography of Pancho Villa. These have not merely added new material, but greatly widened the way in which we can think of banditry in society. In the present edition I have done my best to take account of these new findings. (On the other hand, the critique of the argument of Bandits remains more or less where it was.)


Second, the rapid disintegration of state power and administration in many parts of the world, and the notable decline of the ability of even strong and developed states to maintain the level of ‘law and order’ they developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, are once again familiarizing readers with the sort of historical conditions in which endemic, and sometimes epidemic, banditry can exist. In the light of contemporary Chechnya we read the Mediterranean bandit explosion of the late sixteenth century differently from the way we did in the 1960s.


The third reason is that the author himself, while proud of being the founding father of an entire branch of history, cannot avoid trying to answer the question suggested by a good historian’s review of two books on banditry ten years ago: ‘Not much of Hobsbawm’s thesis still stands undamaged.’1 If this really were true, there would be no case for a new edition of Bandits. It would simply be out of date and beyond salvation by mere correction and revision, though perhaps worth reading as a document of its time. In my view, this is not the case with Bandits. The chief criticisms of the original thesis are surveyed in part I of the Postscript to this edition, which modifies and expands the Postscript included in the 1981 edition.


Nevertheless, thirty years after its first publication, it is clear that both the argument and the structure of the book require some substantial rethinking as well as updating. I have tried to do this here, primarily by placing banditry, including social banditry, more systematically into the political framework – of lords and states, of the structures and strategies of both – in which it operates. Though this dimension of the subject is present in earlier editions of the book, I have now tried more clearly than before to see ‘the . . . political history of the role of banditry . . . (as) central’.2


I have also taken account of the most cogent criticism raised against my book, namely my use of bandit song and story both to trace the nature of the social bandit myth and, rather tentatively, to see ‘how far bandits live up the social role they have been assigned in the drama of peasant life’. It is now clear that they cannot be reasonably used for the second purpose at all. In any case the identifiable men around whom such myths formed, were in real life often very unlike their public image; including many of those cited as ‘good bandits’ in the early versions of this book. It is also now clear that they cannot be used for the first purpose, without a full prior analysis of this genre of literary composition, the transformations of its public, its traditions, topoi, modes of production, reproduction and distribution. In short, balladry, like the tapes of oral history, is a very slippery source, and, like oral tradition, it is contaminated by the way in which it is passed through the generations. Nevertheless, it can and must still be used for certain purposes. I hope I have (this time) not gone beyond the bounds of common sense in doing so.


This is therefore a substantially extended and revised edition, although the text of the original nine chapters, and of the Appendix, ‘Women and Banditry’ (now Appendix A), while modified where necessary, has not needed to be substantially rewritten. The major additions to the last (1971) British edition are the following: (1) an introductory ‘Portrait of a Bandit’ (originally published as the bulk of the Preface to the 1981 American edition); (2) a new chapter entitled ‘Bandits, States and Power’; (3) an Appendix B, ‘The Bandit Tradition’ and a two-part ‘Postscript’ (modified and extended from the 1981 edition) which – as mentioned above – deals with the criticisms of my work and also surveys the survival of activities embodying the classical bandit tradition in the later twentieth century. The section on ‘Further Reading’ has been rewritten. The prefaces to earlier editions have been omitted.


By way of acknowledgement I need only repeat what I said in the original edition. Most of this book rests on published material, and on information extracted, or more likely volunteered with enthusiasm, by friends and colleagues aware of my interest in the subject, and seminars in various countries which criticized the arguments of the book and put me in the way of further sources. My debts to the growing body of bandit historiography are acknowledged with pleasure and satisfaction, all the more genuine since so much of this literature since 1969 is based on primary research stimulated by the first edition of Bandits. My own direct contact with the subject-matter of the book has been limited. Chapter 9 is based on several weeks’ intensive research in 1960 into the career of Catalan anarchist outlaws, which I could not have undertaken without the help of, and introductions provided by, M. Antoine Tellez of Paris. The basic argument of Chapter 4 was confirmed by a day in the company of Don José Avalos of Pampa Grande, province of Chaco, Argentina, farmer and formerly sergeant of the rural police. In 1981, following a conference on bandits and outlaws in Sicily, I had the opportunity to meet two former members of the band of Salvatore Giuliano and others with direct knowledge of his activities. However, I owe more to several friends and colleagues in Colombia, Italy and Mexico with considerably more extensive first-hand contacts with the world of armed outlaws. I owe much to Pino Arlacchi and, for Colombia, to Carlos Miguel Ortiz, Eduardo Pizarro and Rocío Londoño and her friends, some now dead. My debt to the work of Gonzalo Sanchez and Donny Meertens should be obvious from the text.


London, June 1999


E. J. Hobsbawm












Portrait of a Bandit
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The best way to enter the complicated subject of ‘social banditry’ which is the subject of this book is through the career of a social bandit. Here is such a case. It was compiled by an unknown student at the University of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, whose paper was made available to me by his teacher. At the time I received this paper, based on local informants and periodical sources in English and Tigri[image: art]a, I was not given the name of the author, for reasons connected with the uncertain political state of Ethiopia and Eritrea at the time. If he should chance to see this edition, and wishes to make himself known, I should be more than happy to acknowledge my debt to him.


Here, then, in a rather summary form, is the story of Weldegabriel, oldest of the Mesazgi brothers (1902/3–1964). Let it speak for itself.


In the days when Eritrea was an Italian colony, Weldegabriel’s father, a peasant of the village of Beraquit in the district of Mereta Sebene, died in prison, where he had been put as one of the village representatives who opposed the appointment of a new district governor because he was not a native of the district. The widow blamed the unpopular governor, and called for blood-vengeance, but her sons were too young, local opinion was divided about the governor’s guilt, and in any case the Italians banned blood-feuds. Her four sons grew up and settled peacefully as farmers. Weldegabriel joined the colonial troops as an askari, served the Italians in Libya during the Italo-Ethiopian War of 1935– 6 with two of his brothers, and in the occupation of Ethiopia (1936–41). After the British won they went home to farm again, with some cash savings, a little Italian, and a good knowledge of weapons and military skills. Weldegabriel was a good soldier, promoted to noncommissioned officer.


The Italian colonial order had broken down and the British were temporarily administering the territory. In the disturbed post-war conditions banditry flourished, the large body of disbanded askari forming a natural reservoir of potential recruits. Jobs were scarce and Eritreans continued to suffer discrimination as against the Italians. Immigrant Ethiopians had even fewer chances. Ethnic groups raided one another in the highlands in competition for land and cattle. Blood-feuds revived, since the Italian administration no longer stood in the way of the performance of this sacred duty. Moreover, in such conditions banditry seemed to provide reasonable career prospects, at least for a time. The Mesazgi brothers entered it via their old family feud, though the hardships of civilian life may have encouraged them to take this quarrel up again.


As it happened the district governor, son of the man who might have been held responsible for their father’s death, made himself unpopular for much the same reason as his father, by appointing to village office a member of a minority clan settled in Beraquit village, but strangers by origin. Weldegabriel was jailed for opposing him on behalf of the village and, liberated after a year, further threatened. The brothers decided to kill the new governor – this was legitimate under the feuding laws – and for this purpose divorced their wives so that the police would not punish them, incidentally regaining by this means the mobility without which outlaws cannot operate. They shot him and went into a nearby forest, relying on friends and relatives for supplies. The majority of the village supported them as champions of village rights, but they could not in any case have offended their former neighbours by robbing them.


The minority clan, as well as the governor’s kin, naturally opposed them and helped the British authorities. The Mesazgis avoided massacring them but tried, with fair success, to make life impossible for them locally. Most of them left and the brothers gained further local popularity since the land of the emigrants was now available for other villagers. However, the rest of the district considered them as ordinary bandits, because there was doubt about the legitimacy of the blood-feud. They were tolerated because they took care not to harm the local people who left them alone.


Since they needed wider support, not least to harass the governor’s family, the brothers took to going round the villages urging the peasants not to work the plots of land assigned to the governor, and to share them out. By a mixture of persuasion and suitably judged strong-arm tactics they convinced various villages to denounce these semi-feudal rights and thus brought to an end the lords’ right to land and free labour in the district of Mereta Sebene. At this point they came to be regarded not as plain bandits but as ‘special’ or social bandits. They therefore enjoyed protection against the police, who were sent to the area against them – at the expense of the villagers.


As the police cut them off from their sources of supply, the brothers had to go robbing along the regional main road. They were joined by other bandits. But since robbing fellow-Eritreans could lead to new feuds, they preferred to rob Italians. One of the brothers was killed, and the remaining two therefore took to killing any Italian for vengeance, thus acquiring a reputation as champions of the Eritreans. Though they probably killed no more than eleven, their feats were exaggerated by local opinion, which credited them with the usual heroic attributes and invulnerability of the social bandit. They acquired a myth. What is more, since the roads became unsafe for Italian drivers, Eritreans who had previously not been allowed to drive by the Italian administration or the British, were authorized to do so. This was welcomed as a rise in status and for the jobs which now became available. Many people said: ‘Long live the sons of Mesazgi. They enabled us to drive cars.’ The brothers had entered politics.


At this point (1948) Eritrean politics were complicated by the uncertainty about the future of the ex-colony. Champions of unity with Ethiopia opposed supporters of various formulas for eventual Eritrean independence. Prominent Unionists approached the bandits for support, and almost all Christian ones accepted because it gave them a sense of identity and security against the predominantly Moslem independence men. However, while the brothers supported the union, as sensible men they did not kill Eritreans for political reasons in order to avoid feuds, nor did Weldegabriel burn houses or crops. Support from Ethiopia gave the bandits not only arms and money but refuge across the border. However, while Weldegabriel took his share in terrorizing Eritrea into federation with Ethiopia and fighting the Moslems, he was careful not to involve himself or his home district of Mereta Sebena in fights which did not concern it directly.


When the UN had finally voted for federation the bandits lost the support of the Unionists and the Ethiopian government. Most of them were amnestied in 1951, but Weldegabriel held out until 1952, and was one of the fourteen bandits considered too infamous by the British to be allowed to stay in Eritrea. The British therefore arranged for these to be given asylum in Ethiopia, where they received some land from the Emperor in Tigré province and a monthly stipend from him. Alas, they were strangers now themselves and the local peasants were hostile. The Emperor’s promise of less troublesome land, better allowances and free education for their children never materialized. All of the bandits except Weldegabriel drifted back to Eritrea.


He himself could have returned to Beraquit, since he was a respected member of the community once he ceased to become an outlaw. He had remarried his wife, since she was no longer at risk nor he forced to rove. The kin of the dead governor, his enemies, were still powerful in Mereta Sebene, and he and his family were still ‘in blood’ with them. So he preferred to live out his life in Tigré. He died at the age of sixty-one in a hospital in Addis Ababa. A commemoration service was held for him in Beraquit. As an Eritrean newspaper reported, it was attended by many Eritrean notables, and funeral singers sang songs praising his achievements. Eritrean patriots are in two minds about the career of Weldegabriel: a people’s bandit, but one who was instrumental in making their country into a part of Ethiopia. But his politics were not those of the twentieth century. They were the ancient politics of Robin Hood faced with the Sheriff of Nottingham.


Western readers in the third millennium of their chronology may find the career of men such as the sons of Mesazgi strange and difficult to understand. The chapters which follow will, I hope, help to explain it.
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Bandits, States and Power




He made them call him ‘Lord’


Those traitors in his band,


His betters he despised:


He wanted to be more . . .


You, the low and unarmed people,


stick to fields and clods of soil,


leave off carrying those pistols:


digging is what suits you best . . .


Back you go to rural labours . . .


Don’t disturb the world again.


Ballad on the death of the bandit Giacomo del Gallo, 16101





On mountain and in forest bands of men outside the range of law and authority (traditionally females are rare), violent and armed, impose their will by extortion, robbery or otherwise on their victims. In doing so, banditry simultaneously challenges the economic, social and political order by challenging those who hold or lay claim to power, law and the control of resources. That is the historic significance of banditry in societies with class divisions and states. ‘Social banditry’, which is the subject of this book, is an aspect of this challenge.


Banditry as a specific phenomenon cannot therefore exist outside socio-economic and political orders which can be so challenged. For instance – and this, as we shall see, is important – in stateless societies where ‘law’ takes the form of blood-feud (or negotiated settlement between the kin of offenders and the kin of victims), those who kill are not outlaws but, as it were, belligerents. They only become outlaws, and punishable as such, where they are judged by a criterion of public law and order which is not theirs.*


Most country people since the development of farming, metallurgy, cities and writing (e.g. bureaucracy) have lived in societies in which they see themselves as separate as a collective group from, and inferior to, the group of the rich and/or powerful, though often, as individuals, dependent on one or other of them. Resentment is implicit in this relationship. As the verse of the city poetaster demonstrates, banditry makes this potential rejection of inferiority explicit, at least in the world of men. By its very existence it implies a challenge to the social order. Nevertheless, before the rise of the modern capitalist economy, social and economic relationships change only slowly, if they change at all. Almost certainly the ballad about Giacomo del Gallo would have meant much the same to listeners in Bologna at any time from the eighth to the eighteenth century, even though, as we shall see, he would probably not have been known as ‘bandit’ before the sixteenth century.2


Socially speaking, the history of banditry therefore falls into three parts: its birth, as pre-bandit societies come to form part of class and state societies, its transformations since the rise of capitalism, local and global, and its long career under states and social regimes in between. The first, which seems in some ways historically the most remote, is really not so, because banditry as a mass phenomenon can appear not only when non-class societies resist the rise or imposition of class societies, but when traditional rural class societies resist the advance of other rural (e.g. settled farming against nomadic or transhumant pastoralists), or urban, or foreign class societies, states or regimes. In fact, as we shall see, historically banditry as an expression of such collective resistance has been very common, all the more so as, in these circumstances, it enjoys considerable support from all of the elements in its traditional society, even its holders of power. This is what links the semi-nomadic economy of clan herdsmen, who traditionally supplied the major source of bandits in the Balkans and Anatolia,3 the free gauchos of the nineteenth-century Argentine plains resisting the city and bourgeois property laws jointly with their rural chieftains, and the twentieth-century Colombian coffee-growers protecting ‘their’ bandits. All resist the encroaching power of outside authority and capital.4


Apart from this special situation, banditry as a social phenomenon in the long second phase of its history, is about class, wealth and power in peasant societies. As the Sardinian Antonio Gramsci described the situation in his own island in the early twentieth century, ‘the class struggle is mixed up with brigandage, blackmail, arson of woodlands, the maiming of livestock, the kidnapping of women and children, attacks on municipal offices’.5 Insofar as it survives into an era of fully developed capitalism in the countryside, as we shall see, it expresses, more than anything else (except perhaps dislike of a remote government) a hatred of those who lend money and link farmers to the wider market.


There is, however, a major difference between the banditry of the first two phases and the third phase. It is hunger. In the nineteenth- and twentieth- century regions of capitalist agriculture where banditry is to be found – the USA, Argentina and Australia come to mind – people in the countryside no longer faced death by starvation. In most of the classic bandit regions of the medieval and early modern centuries, e.g. around the Mediterranean, they constantly lived on the edge of famine. ‘The rhythm of hunger determined the basic structure of the rhythm of brigandage.’6 The great age of the Brazilian cangaço begins with the murderous drought of 1877–8 and reached its quantitative peak with that of 1919.7 Or, as the old Chinese saying had it: ‘It is better to break the law than to starve to death.’8 Poor regions were bandit regions. The months of the farming year when food was scarce and not much farm-work was to be done, were the season for robbing. When floods destroyed the grain, they multiplied brigands.


However, what interests the social and economic historian is primarily the structure of banditry, social or otherwise, rather than the effects of bandits’ activities on the wider history of events in their times. And indeed, most of the bandits who have become genuinely famous figures in song and story, are persons of purely local range and horizons. Their names and the details of their exploits hardly matter. Indeed, for the bandit myth, the reality of their existence may be secondary. Few, even among archive-rats, really care about identifying the original Robin Hood, if there was such a one. We know that Joaquin Murieta of California is a literary invention; nevertheless he is part of the structural study of banditry as a social phenomenon.


Politically the history of banditry is considerably more dramatic. What happened counts – sometimes very significantly. Kings and emperors have started their lives as bandit chiefs like – I am told – the Emperor Tewodros (Theodore) II who ruled Ethiopia in 1855–8, or the warlord Chang-Tsolin (Zhang-Zuolin) who governed Manchuria between the collapse of the Chinese Empire and the Japanese conquest. For that matter, it has been not implausibly argued that the founder of Uruguay as a republic independent of both Argentina and Brazil, Jose Antonio Artigas, began his career as a bandit, or rather as a professional rustler and smuggler, which is not all that different.9 Moreover, the history of banditry is largely the history of its occasional mass explosions – the transformation of a condition modestly endemic in many geographical environments into massive epidemics, or even – as has been argued for China in the 1930s – a pandemic. Indeed, the serious modern history of banditry probably begins with Fernand Braudel’s discovery (in his great book on the Mediterranean) of the extraordinary pan-Mediterranean explosion of banditry in the last decades of the sixteenth century and the first of the seventeenth.10


This is because the history of power, that is to say of the capacity to establish control over people and resources by coercion, was subject to far greater variety and mutability than the slow-changing structures of the economic and social order.


To understand banditry and its history we must therefore see it in the context of the history of power, i.e. of the control by governments or other power centres (in the countryside mostly lords of land and cattle) of what goes on in the territories and among the populations over which they claim control. Such control is always limited to particular territories and populations, since up to the present all states or power-claimants, even the most powerful empires, have always had to coexist with others outside their scope. Moreover, even within their claimed range, for most of history power was limited in three ways: because the means of control available to authorities were inadequate for their purpose, because their adequacy depends to some extent on the willingness of subjects to obey and their ability to avoid obeying, and because (partly for this reason) authorities tried to control only some parts of their subjects’ lives directly. Even today, for instance, the government of Colombia cannot control several areas within its territory except by periodic military incursions, and the Royal Ulster Constabulary knows that within some strongly Catholic districts of Belfast, de facto policing is conducted not by the state but by ‘Republican’ strong-arm squads.


Bandits, by definition, resist obedience, are outside the range of power, are potential exercisers of power themselves, and therefore potential rebels. Indeed the original (Italian) meaning of bandito is a man ‘placed outside the law’ for whatever reasons, though it is not surprising that outlaws easily became robbers. ‘Brigands’ were originally merely members of armed groups not belonging to some regular force. (The modern sense appears from the end of the fifteenth century.) ‘Bandoleros’, the usual Castilian term for bandits, was derived from the Catalan term for armed partisans in the unrest and civil conflicts which swept through Catalonia from the fifteen to the seventeenth century ‘and in due course degenerated into banditry’.11 Celalis was the term for the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century bandits in the Ottoman Empire who, a recent study has argued, served to reinforce rather than undermine the sultan’s power; yet their name derives from the ideological (heterodox Islamic) rebellion of Seyh Celal in 1519, which led the government ‘to use the label to justify its repression of bandits, even where these did not have any of the rebellious content or viability of the original celali’.12 The shiftas of the Horn of Africa are, I am told, defined by a well-known Amharic dictionary as bandits who, having renounced the authority of king or emperor, live in forests or the wilderness, cause disturbances and refuse to pay taxes or tribute; in short, as robber-rebels. And, in traditional China at least, the potential link between banditry and the periodically expected overthrow of dynasties, was a commonplace of political thinking.


The history of banditry, including social banditry, cannot therefore be understood or properly studied except as part of the history of political power, which, at its highest levels, is the power of empires and states. In class societies before the era of modern capitalism, the power of, in the last analysis, physical coercion was also the primary foundation of economic power. That is to say, the main mechanism for appropriating the surplus wealth generated by those who actually produced it – overwhelmingly from the land – was force or the threat of force.13 This is so no longer, although political power, i.e. the possibility of physical coercion, remains the foundation of the revenue extracted by states from the inhabitants of their territories. Refusal to pay taxes is punishable by law and refusal to obey the law, in the last analysis, by jail.


For most of the history of agricultural society, the political power under which the communities of ordinary countrymen lived under normal circumstances was local or regional. They lived under lords, with or without the asset of kin loyalty or supernatural backing, who could mobilize men and build up systems of force and patronage. Kingdoms or empires, where they existed, were occasional visitors rather than permanent residents, even where king or emperor succeeded in replacing, or at least supplementing, local law by their own state-wide law and judges as in medieval England and (among its Sunni Muslim subjects) the Ottoman Empire. Indeed, for the most part such power as king or emperor had, other than his power as a large patron and lord himself, operated through the agency of local and locally rooted patrons, who responded to negotiation more than to command.


The strength of lords and states was great, but intermittent. Their weakness was that they lacked the material means, including the forces of coercion and law, to keep constant control over all their populations – even the unarmed part – or any effective control over the more inaccessible parts of their territories. This applied even to local men of power, who were closer to their land and people than remote princes; in any case, in a world of many lords and family rivalries, there was usually some room for evasion. The very institution of formalized outlawry, from which bandits take their name, indicates the shallowness of the power system. Everybody was entitled to kill the outlaw, because no authority was in a position to apply their law to him.


If we look at states, the contrast is particularly striking. In the past two-and-a-half centuries the power to exercise physical control has been increasingly concentrated in the so-called territorial state or ‘national state’, claiming and, through the apparatus of state functionaries or those licensed by the state, exercising a virtually complete monopoly of power over everything that goes on within its borders. The central state apparatus reaches down directly to every single person on the national territory and, in democracies at least, every adult citizen, having the right to vote, reaches up directly to national government by electing it. Its powers are immense – far greater, even in liberal democracies, than those of the greatest and most despotic empires before the eighteenth century. Indeed this concentration of power in the modern territorial state is what eventually eliminated rural banditry, endemic or epidemic. At the end of the twentieth century it looks as though this situation might be coming to an end, and the consequences of this regression of state power cannot yet be foreseen.


We tend to forget that before the nineteenth century no state with a territory larger than could be walked across in a day or two, possessed sufficient knowledge, regularly updated, of who lived on its territory, was born and died there. None could even identify individuals outside, or even – as Natalie Davis’s study of the case of ‘Martin Guerre’ suggests – inside their homes.14 No state, before the railways, and the telegraphs, ancestors of the modern communications revolution, could know what happened in its remoter corners or move its agents rapidly to take action. Hardly any state before the nineteenth century could pretend to control its borders, or tried to, or indeed had clearly demarcated frontier-lines. No state before the nineteenth century had the ability to maintain an effective rural police force acting as the direct agent of the central government and covering its entire territory. Indeed, outside the Ottoman Empire no European state before the seventeenth century had the power to maintain a permanent national army, directly recruited, paid and administered by the central government. Moreover, much as kings and princes would have liked to confine the possession and use of arms to their own servants, it was beyond their power. In settled feudal societies the peasants had been largely disarmed – the situation in unsettled and frontier zones was rather different – but not the nobility and gentry. Only in the nineteenth century did the effective state monopoly of arms become possible, and indeed effective Western governments, with some notable exceptions like the USA, aimed to remove them almost completely from unofficial life, even of the aristocracy – and what is more, succeeded, at any rate until the 1970s.


Before the triumph of the modern national state, power was therefore limited by the central rulers’ inability effectively to monopolize armaments, by their inability to maintain in constant being and supply a sufficiently large and effective body of armed and civil servants, and, of course, by the technical inadequacy of information, communication and transport. In any case, even in the most formidable kingdoms and empires the physical force, whether of rulers or lesser lords or even – as Kurosawa’s great film The Seven Samurai shows – of village communities trying to defend themselves, depended on a supply of fighting men who could be mobilized in cases of special need, and a supply of such men who were more or less permanently available. Conversely, the political power was measured by the number of fighting men a chieftain could regularly mobilize.


The weakness of power contained the potential for banditry. Indeed, even the strongest empires – the Chinese, the ancient Roman Empire in its heyday15 – regarded some degree of banditry as normal, and thought of it as endemic in pastoral borderlands and other suitable areas. However, where the structure of power was stable, the bulk of potential bandits, unless they lived beyond its range, tended to attach themselves to those who could reward them: as retainers or hired killers and enforcers to lords, as soldiers, guards or policemen to states. Banditry as a mass phenomenon, that is to say independent action by groups of the men of violence and arms, occurred only where power was unstable, absent, or had broken down. Those were the situations when banditry became epidemic, even pandemic as in China at some times between the fall of the Empire and the victory of the Communists. At such times freelance chieftains of armed men could enter the world of real power themselves, as clans of nomad riders and raiders by land or sea had once become the conquerors of kingdoms and empires. And, of course, even those who had no great social, political or ideological ambitions, had far greater opportunities for robbery than at other times. The era of seventeenth-century wars in Germany, like the era of the French revolutionary wars, was the golden age of the robber bands (see below, p. 107). With the decline, or even the break-up and dissolution, of state power which we are witnessing at the end of the twentieth century, it is possible that large parts of the world are re-entering another such era.


Nevertheless, in the past five hundred years of bandit history power has rarely been absent or unstructured for so long that the leaders of autonomous armed groups have seen themselves as major independent actors on the political and social scene. They were rarely strong enough for that. Whatever their own ideas or aims, they had to be political realists. Their best chance was to maintain a degree of autonomy and, without ever committing themselves completely to any side, bargain with those prepared to pay the highest price for their support – i.e. those who could not achieve their ends without it. But in the last analysis they had to come to terms with whatever centres of superior power were prepared to tolerate them, or go under.


Hence the constant negotiations between empire and independent armed groups or communities in the Ottoman Empire, the highland fighters who could be resisters against the state or its agents, or both at the same time. Hence, during the Second World War, the failure of British emissaries to bring about a rising against the German and Italian occupiers among the free, and guaranteed non-Communist, martial clans of highland Albania. They were told (by Winston Churchill’s son-in-law) that if they did not, Albania’s future after the war would inevitably be in the hands of the Communist resistance movement, but though they had nothing against fighting anyone, they were not convinced. The proposal to put the clan future at risk by closing all its political options except one clearly made no sense in their world. As we shall see (below, pp. 115–16), a similar conflict of strategies and tactics ended the symbiosis of bandits and Communists in the Chinese Revolution. For the bandits, the Communists were only one of several possible allies or temporary patrons. They were in practice no different from warlords or the Japanese, though in theory perhaps closer than the others to the ideology of the great bandit novel of Imperial China, the Shui Hu Zhuan. For the Communists a sentimental attachment to the tradition of bandit rebellion, and even the young Red Army’s extensive reliance on bandit recruits, could not conceal the fact that in the long run national and social liberation were not to be won that way.


So how does the social element in banditry, which champions the weak against the strong, the poor against the rich, the seekers for justice against the rule of the unjust, fit into the political history of banditry, which makes bandits men of power, who are logically drawn into the universe of power? That is what I hope to show in the following chapters.
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What is Social Banditry?




We are sad, it is true, but that is because we have always been persecuted. The gentry use the pen, we the gun; they are the lords of the land, we of the mountain.


An old brigand from Roccamandolfi1


If a typical brigand wants a long career he must be or show himself to be a philanthropist, even as he kills and robs to the best of his ability. Otherwise he risks losing popular sympathy and being taken for a common murderer or robber.2





For the law, anyone belonging to a group of men who attack and rob with violence is a bandit, from those who snatch payrolls at an urban street corner to organized insurgents or guerrillas who happen not to be officially recognized as such. They are today apt to be described, equally uncritically, as ‘terrorists’, a sign of the historic decline of the bandit image in the second half of the twentieth century. Historians and sociologists cannot use so crude a definition. In this book we shall be dealing only with some kinds of robbers, namely those who are not or not only regarded as simple criminals by public opinion. We shall be dealing essentially with a form of individual or minority rebellion within peasant societies. For the sake of convenience we shall omit the urban equivalent of the peasant bandit-rebel, and say little about the more numerous rural desperadoes who are not peasants by origin or allegiance, but impoverished gentlemen-robbers. Town and country are too different as human communities to be easily discussed in the same terms, and in any case peasant bandits, like most peasants, distrust and hate townsmen. Bandit gentry (most familiar in the form of the ‘robber knights’ of late medieval Germany) are much more mixed up with peasants, but the relationship, which will be discussed below (pp. 41–2, 98–101) is obscure and complex.


The point about social bandits is that they are peasant outlaws whom the lord and state regard as criminals, but who remain within peasant society, and are considered by their people as heroes, as champions, avengers, fighters for justice, perhaps even leaders of liberation, and in any case as men to be admired, helped and supported. In the cases where a traditional society resists the encroachments and historical advance of central governments and states, native or foreign, they may be helped and supported even by the local lords. This relation between the ordinary peasant and the rebel, outlaw and robber is what makes social banditry interesting and significant. It also distinguishes it from two other kinds of rural crime: from the activities of gangs drawn from the professional ‘underworld’ or of mere freebooters (‘common robbers’), and from communities for whom raiding is part of the normal way of life, such as for instance the Bedouin. In both these cases victims and attackers are strangers and enemies. Underworld robbers and raiders regard the peasants as their prey and know them to be hostile; the robbed in turn regard the attackers as criminals in their sense of the term and not merely by official law. It would be unthinkable for a social bandit to snatch the peasants’ (though not the lord’s) harvest in his own territory, or perhaps even elsewhere. Those who do, therefore lack the peculiar relationship which makes banditry ‘social’. Of course in practice such distinctions are often less clear than in theory. A man may be a social bandit on his native mountains, a mere robber on the plains. Nevertheless, analysis requires us to establish the difference.


Social banditry of this kind is one of the most universal social phenomena known to history, and one of the most amazingly uniform. Practically all cases belong to two or three clearly related types, and the variations within these are relatively superficial. What is more, this uniformity is not the consequence of cultural diffusion, but the reflection of similar situations within peasant societies, whether in China, Peru, Sicily, the Ukraine, or Indonesia. Geographically it is found throughout the Americas, Europe, the Islamic world, South and East Asia, and even Australia. Socially it seems to occur in all types of human society which lie between the evolutionary phase of tribal and kinship organization, and modern capitalist and industrial society, but including the phases of disintegrating kinship society and transition to agrarian capitalism.
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