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Introduction to the 2017 Edition

A year and a half before his death in October 2012, I found myself pottering around the upstairs study of Eric Hobsbawm’s Hampstead house. It was a surreal privilege: here was a historian who had had a profound impact on me, and I was now his employee, filing away and ordering his letters, notes, articles, you name it. Hobsbawm was by now very frail, but his mind was as sharp as ever; it was clear he was approaching the end of his life, and his reams of scattered writings needed to be archived. There I’d read correspondence with other intellectual luminaries, invites to conferences across the globe – alongside letters and articles he had penned as a young man in his twenties as the Nazis began their conquest of continental Europe.

At lunchtime, we would sit eating with his wonderful wife, Marlene. This was in the early days of Ed Miliband’s leadership, after he defeated his brother, David. Hobsbawm knew their father, the iconic left-wing intellectual Ralph Miliband, and would recall two bright energetic teenagers shuffling around his house. We would talk about his profoundly influential lecture, The Forward March of Labour Halted, written in 1978 on the eve of Margaret Thatcher’s destruction of Britain’s post-war consensus. The transformation of the British working class, the divisions that had emerged within it, the stagnation in trade union membership and the long-term fall in Labour’s vote all pointed to a halt in the ‘forward march of labour’. This was not what the ascendant left felt at the time: among some, there was a sense of triumphalism, that the post-war consensus was disintegrating, industrial action was surging, and a radical departure – perhaps led by Tony Benn – could be possible. The calamity that was about to befall the left and the labour movement was not anticipated: Thatcher was held by some to be the last desperate gasp of a decaying British capitalist system. But Hobsbawm said he didn’t write these things because he wanted to upset people, or even because he wanted them to be true: he was applying the Marxist method to examine the world as it was, not as he would like it to be.

It was his early life that would often fascinate me the most. Here was a man born in Egypt months before the Russian Revolution, orphaned by the age of fourteen, who was in Berlin when Adolf Hitler rose to power; he was on one of the last protests against Nazi rule, before fleeing for sanctuary in Britain as a sixteen-year-old Jewish leftist. Archiving work written in times of tumult in the quiet Hampstead house, the world in 2011 felt entirely divorced from the world Hobsbawm had grown up in. Thankfully we are not now reliving the rise of racist totalitarianism but, with the emergence of Trumpism and right-wing populism across the West since Hobsbawm’s death, I’ve often wondered what he would make of it all. His Age of Extremes – defined as the short twentieth century, and beginning with the outbreak of the Great War in 1914 – ended with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Whether we were on the cusp of another ‘age of extremes’ will surely soon be decided.

Years before I worked in Hobsbawm’s study, I would sit in Oxford’s Radcliffe Camera library poring over his texts. Hobsbawm, of course, cannot be separated from the other great British Marxist historians who were his contemporaries, like Christopher Hill, E. P. Thompson and Sheila Rowbotham. It is often said that the contribution of British intellectuals to Marxism was in the field of history, not least in refining often crude, ‘vulgar Marxist’ interpretations of class. Class, for many of the British Marxist historians, was not something static, but a process, a relationship, a dynamic lived experience. Hobsbawm was – more than any other historian – the reason I chose to study history in the first place and (like so many others inspired by him) why I nursed ambitions to follow his path into academia.

Hobsbawm and his contemporaries were inevitably defined in part by their relationship to the Soviet Union and its Eastern European satellite states. As Marxists, here was what was held to be ‘real existing socialism’. For those who experienced the rise of Nazism and the barbarism it unleashed, who lived through the economic traumas of the capitalist West in the 1930s, who saw the undoubted critical role of Soviet forces in defeating Hitler at terrible human cost, who witnessed the supposed economic successes of the Soviet Union’s planned economy (a mirage though they often proved to be) which were even admired by some anti-Communists at the time, and who lauded the rise of Soviet-backed anti-colonial liberation movements, breaking with Soviet tyranny was often a difficult and troubled path. History is often unkind to those who had sympathies for Stalinist totalitarianism. But it is notable that Hobsbawm was among those Communists who denounced Nikita Khrushchev’s crushing of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 and the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. He was a Marxist, yes, and his Marxist method underpinned his work, but he was undogmatic, flexible, and independent of mind.

We live in an age of unrest: this reissue of Primitive Rebels – Hobsbawm’s first major work – is undoubtedly timely. The best history paints back on to the canvas those who have been airbrushed from it. These are the complex stories of movements which generally emerged lacking clear political direction or a language to explain their grievances and place them into a broader context, let alone articulate an alternative vision of society. Liberation would inevitably happen, they often believed; it didn’t need to be planned for. Here is a reminder of how struggle defines and shapes every age.

We live in frightening times. The chief beneficiary of our current crisis of capitalism has not been a renewed left, but the forces of nativism, xenophobia and racism. But it is worth noting that, while Hobsbawm’s lifetime encompassed the failures of Stalinism, free-market capitalism and traditional social democracy, he never gave up. His belief in the a viable alternative to a system that places profit ahead of people’s needs and aspirations endured, and remained to the very end. His optimism endured, and so should ours.

Owen Jones

London

April 2017


Preface to the First Edition

My interest in the subjects with which this book deals was first aroused some years ago by Professor Ambrogio Donini of Rome, who told me something about the Tuscan Lazzarettists and the sectarians of Southern Italy. Professor Max Gluckman arranged for me to be invited in 1956 to give three Simon Lectures on them at the University of Manchester, and I was fortunate enough on that occasion to be able to discuss the subject with him and with a group of anthropologists, historians, economists and political scientists, including such experts on millenarian movements as Dr Peter Worsley and Professor Norman Cohn. The present book is an expansion of these lectures, but contains additional chapters on some topics I had intended to include in the original lectures, but could not. I am grateful to the University of Manchester, and especially to Professor Gluckman without whose encouragement this book would certainly not have been written.

Those whose brains I have picked are too numerous to acknowledge individually. I have tried, where necessary, to do so in footnotes. These also show on which books I have drawn particularly heavily. I should like to thank also the library staffs of the British Museum, the Cambridge University Library, the British Library of Political Science, the London Library, the Feltrinelli Library, Milan, the University Library of Granada, the International Institute for Social History, Amsterdam, the Giustino Fortunato Library, Rome, and the Municipal Libraries of Cadiz, Spain, and Cosenza, Italy, for their kindness to a foreign student.

A subject such as this cannot be studied from documents alone. Some personal contact, however slight, with the people and even the places about which the historian writes, is essential if he is to understand problems which are exceedingly remote from the normal life of the British university teacher. Every reader of that classic study of primitive social rebellion, Euclides da Cunha’s Rebellion in the Backlands, will be aware of how much that great work owes to the author’s first-hand knowledge of, and ‘feel’ for, the Brazilian backwoodsmen and their world. Whether I have succeeded in understanding the places and people in this book I cannot tell. But if I have not, the fault is not in the numerous men and women who have tried, often unintentionally, to teach me. It would be silly to list them, even if I could. However, there are one or two whom I should like to thank especially, notably the Hon. Michele Sala, mayor and deputy of Piana degli Albanesi, Sicily; the mayor and Messrs. Luigi Spadaforo, peasant, and Giovanni Lopez, cobbler, of Abbot Joachim of Flora’s town of San Giovanni in Fiore, Calabria; Mrs Rita Pisano, formerly peasant, now women’s organizer for the Communist Party in the province of Cosenza, Calabria; Mr Francesco Sticozzi, cultivator, and Dr Rafaelle Mascolo, veterinary surgeon, of San Nicandro, Apulia; and some informants who had best remain anonymous, in prevailing circumstances, in Andalusia. None of them are responsible for the views expressed in this book, and it is perhaps comforting that some of them will not care one way or another, because they will never read it.

In conclusion I should like to observe that I am quite aware of the shortcomings of this essay as a piece of historical scholarship. None of the chapters are exhaustive or definitive. Though I have done a little work on primary sources and a little field-work, both are certainly inadequate, and any specialist will be as keenly aware as I am that no attempt has been made even to exhaust the secondary sources, and much more keenly than I am of my slips and errors. However, I should also like to observe that exhaustive scholarship is not the object of this book.

One chapter contains material published in the Cambridge Journal VII, 12, 1954. The substance of another was given as a broadcast talk in 1957. I am indebted to Mr P. Thirlby for the index.

E. J. H.

Birkbeck College

July 1958


Preface to the Third Edition

This book first appeared in 1959 and has been published and reprinted since then without substantial changes in Britain, the U.S.A., Federal Germany, France, Italy, Spain and Brazil. The present edition brings some of the references up to date and abandons or modifies a few statements which subsequent discussion or reconsideration have made untenable. However, for practical purposes the original text remains. To revise it substantially would have meant to rewrite the work; not because the author wishes to disclaim what he has written, but because, in the light of his own subsequent work in this field, and of the increasingly voluminous literature about it by historians and various kinds of social scientist, he would today have planned and written it rather differently. Since there are people who still find Primitive Rebels interesting, let it stand, until such time as it is possible to scrap the original book entirely, absorbing the material into a larger and more systematic treatment of the great theme of the ‘archaic phase’ of the history of social movements.

Nevertheless it may be convenient in the meantime to formulate a few ‘second thoughts’ on the specific topics treated in these essays.

My views on social banditry have been elaborated in a short book, Bandits (London, New York, 1969) in the light of material from a much wider area than that from which the chapter in Primitive Rebels is drawn, but with the minimum of duplication of evidence. This also contains a guide to the literature. Two modifications of substance in my view may be noted. I would now put more stress on the peculiar symbiosis between social banditry and primitive revolutionary (millenarian) movements, both of which tend to flourish in the same areas. The dialectical interplay between the primitive ‘reformism’ (by direct action) and primitive revolutionism, is evidently complex, though it is significant that where the two coexist, the bandits tend to regard themselves as subordinate to the wider movement or aspiration. As the ballad writes of the relations between the most famous bandit and the most famous Messiah of Northeastern Brazil



Lampião from that day on

Swore to be avenged

saying ‘An enemy,

I’ll kill him without questions.

In this world I’ll only respect

Padre Cicero and no one else.’





The second modification concerns the stereotype of the ‘social bandit’. It is clear that, though the ‘noble bandit’ or Robin Hood is the purest, and in a sense the most logical of such stereotypes, he is not the only one. One may also detect one or two others, such as the ‘avenger’ (whose role stresses his power and even cruelty, but not his redistributive function and moderation in the use of violence), and what may be called the haiduk, the organized military outlaw band which is always believed to have potentially political functions, e.g. of national liberation (as in the Balkans). For the further elaboration of the analysis of the present chapter, readers are referred to Bandits.

Since 1959 a great deal of new information has become available about the Sicilian Mafia, so that it is no longer true to say that the post-war history of this organization is poorly documented. Other analogous phenomena, though inadequately known, have also come to our knowledge, such as the so-called cofradia de mayordomos in the coffee-producing areas of Colombia, which also sees a potential rural middle class (of estate-administrators) establishing its wealth and power in a situation of violence, where the official state apparatus is absent or inoperative, at the expense both of the landowners and of the peasants, and by means of terror and blackmail.

Nevertheless, it would seem that the study of ‘parallel systems’ of the Mafia type can hardly be conducted adequately only on the basis of the few European or western examples of which we have record. As with so many examples of the popular politics of traditional societies, we may well find that they reached their most complete development in other continents, e.g. in this instance in Imperial China, where secret societies in some respects analogous to Mafias, played a very large role until the rise of the communist movement. They have recently attracted the attention of experts in East Asian studies.* I am not qualified to discuss them, and in any case they fall outside the geographical area to which Primitive Rebels confined itself. One point arising out of such studies may, however, be worth noting. As Chesneaux puts it, these secret societies



never organized more than an active minority, anxious to defend its interests by all means, legal or illegal, but by and large dissociated from the rest of the labouring population, and where occasion demanded, living at their expense … To be a minority is almost a condition of existence of secret societies.





This may well explain the tendency of Mafias, whatever their origins, to turn into organizations for the emergence of a middle class or a criminal elite under the conditions of capitalism, and thus to grow more or less rapidly away from their popular roots.

Since 1959 there has been a vast amount of research of millennial and messianic movements, mainly in areas outside Europe. There has also been some work on the specific movements I discussed, though not very much, with the exception of the Andalusian rural anarchists, which have benefited from the revival of serious historic study of modern Spain. Some of these new discussions have specifically criticized the arguments of Primitive Rebels (though in general amicably enough), and it is, therefore, proper for me to draw attention to these criticisms.*

Essentially they concern the question how far millennial movements can be regarded as ‘revolutionary’ in the sense defined in this book, what the nature of their revolutionism is, what role they may be expected to play in the political life of the countries in which they occur and how far they are in fact likely to be absorbed into ‘modern’ political movements. They also raise the question under what social and historical circumstances such movements are likely to arise. Is it, as Primitive Rebels suggested, in periods of basic social transformation, such as the transition to a capitalist economy? Or do they rather occur in a more general situation of ‘structural duality’, which may be due to the coexistence and interaction of two completely different societies (e.g. western economic penetration or colonial conquest of primitive societies), to the tension between a developing new socioeconomic system and an old one (e.g. the penetration of capitalist relations into the countryside), or simply – and this, it is argued, is typical of the Brazilian hinterland – to a society so structured as to produce periodic breakdowns of the system of social relationships, which are then periodically reconstructed, among other methods through millennialist efforts? Criticism also points out that what all messianic movements have in common is not a specific historic situation, but a social structure based on kinship, and it is this which they attempt to reconstruct against internal and external challenge in one way or another (in Brazil, by reconstructing the pyramid of the extended family and its values from the apex of the messianic leader ‘father’ or ‘godfather’).

Messianic movements, it is argued, are thus in themselves neither revolutionary nor reformist, though they may be either or both, depending on the situation. In other words, the cases discussed in Primitive Rebels are special cases and of a more general one. This is not the place to discuss these matters at length, and the general point may well be valid. It is worth noting, however, both that the distinction between reform/ restoration and revolution is necessarily unclear in certain historical situations, and that the bulk of the millennial movements with which recent work (including Primitive Rebels) has concerned itself, does in fact deal with breakdowns due to the impact of new economic, social and political forces on traditional societies, and are, therefore, historically specific. This is true even of the Northeast of Brazil, where the great age of both bandits and messiahs occurs during a particular period of transition, and comes to an end fairly suddenly around 1940. That they should reach their peak at a time when the impact of the new forces is still comparatively marginal, is not surprising. I would reserve judgment on the relations between millennialism and kinship.

A more serious criticism is that which throws doubt on the contention that millennial movements can be considered as precursors of modern political movements. They may, of course, and this is not questioned, ‘predispose the minds of individuals to accept (for instance) modern mass communism’, though this is also likely to be reinterpreted in the light of the earlier movement’s assumptions and practices. The discussion on this point is lively among all students of millennial movements, and need not be pursued here. However, it leads me to a substantial modification of Primitive Rebels, which, I now believe, suffers from a failure to distinguish clearly enough between millennial movements and millennial organizations (typically, communities or sects).

The phenomena I wished to analyse is not so much the formation and development of the messianic sect, as of millennarianism as a force which can and sometimes does mobilize masses for revolutionary action; though a case such as that of the Lazzarettists is much more characteristic of the sectarian aspect. Sometimes this mass mobilization, which is almost by definition temporary unless ‘caught’ by some organized mass movement, crystallizes round a specific and organized millennial or messianic sect or group. This is clearly so in Brazil, though perhaps we ought to distinguish here also between the communities of the faithful, which finally settled down in some Holy City under the wing of the messiah (or tried to do so), and the mass of backwoodsmen for whom Antonio the Counsellor or Padre Cicero are or were prophets and leaders of self-assertion and liberation rather than ‘fathers’. Sometimes, as in Andalusian rural anarchism, there is virtually no ‘sect’ in the narrow sense, unless we count the small and loose local nuclei of obreros conscientes as such. There are only permanent prophets and periodic mass mobilizations.

But what counts from the point of view of the masses is not the – inevitably restricted – group or sect, but the ‘common myth of transcendental justice’ which ‘often can and does move peasants into action, as other forms of organization cannot’. Such a discovery of the possibility of freedom is – to continue my quotation from the admirable work of Eric Wolf*—



provides only a common vision, not an organizational framework for action. Such myths unite peasants, they do not organize them. If sometimes the peasant band sweeps across the countryside like an avalanche, like an avalanche, too, it spends itself against resistance and dissolves, if adequate leadership is not provided from without. Peasant movements … are unstable and shifting alignments of autonomous and antagonistic units, borne along only momentarily by a millennial dream.





In defeat and retreat even such movements may shut themselves into a self-contained isolation like that of a sect: yet in the best cases, it is the isolation not of a sect but of a small mass. When the peasant of Piana in Sicily in the 1950s said ‘we’, he meant not the millenarian and communist minority, but all the people of the township (except the exploiters).* The distinction between movement and sect is fundamental, and readers of the book are asked to make it more clearly than the original text did.

In one respect both sectarian and unorganized millennialists are, however, even more revolutionary than I suggested. Subsequent work has shown that both are more persistently activist than I assumed, the phase of expectation being, generally, only a preliminary to a movement whose object is the active transformation of terrestrial existence. In any case it seems to me that subsequent work has confirmed that millennialism represents a rather ambitious form of primitive rebellion, a higher stage both ideologically and in its capacity to mobilize and to act, than local and individual phenomena of social rebellion such as banditry; and certainly one which represents a more ambitious vision of social change than these.

The study of urban mobs and riots, in both pre-industrial and modern cities, has also advanced considerably since 1959, and in recent years it has been stimulated by the revival of city riots in the western world. In general historians have followed lines similar to those suggested in this book. No major modification of my chapter seems called for, at least for the period and area covered. The same is broadly true of the chapter on labour sects. Not much work has been done on these, though the religious (generally millennial) aspects of early labour movements have attracted a growing amount of attention. For the time being I therefore refrain from comment on the original text. As for the chapter on ritual in social movements, several details might be modified in the light of the large literature on the secret political brotherhoods and the less flourishing research into compagnonnages and the ritual aspects of early trade societies. Still, the argument about the rise and decline of ritual brotherhoods still seems to me to be acceptable, and perhaps it had best be left to stand for the present.

Finally, a word of thanks to readers and critics. Primitive Rebels, fortunate in the time of publication, has been unusually well received both by non-expert readers and by historical, sociological and anthropological colleagues, who have evidently found its subjects interesting and its ideas worth pursuing. To this extent the purpose of the book, which was to start discussion, has been achieved, and the author, even when his views have not been accepted, cannot but be satisfied.

Birkbeck College

University of London

January 1971
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