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Preface
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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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