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‘When a man is denied the right to live the life he believes in, he has no choice but to become an outlaw.’

– Nelson Mandela





Note: Although it may seem odd to standardise on both the US dollar and the British pound, I have kept both to avoid some especially jarring anachronisms. Obviously, currencies fluctuate all the time, but as of writing, a pound is worth around $1.35.




Introduction

The gang was disciplined, ruthless, well ordered. Its thugs swaggered around the city as if they owned it. Maybe they did: everyone knew who they were, and the corrupted police never dared take them on. They each knew their trade and their place within the gang’s hierarchy, their operations orchestrated by a cunning godfather who understood the value of loyalty. Each sworn member had no trouble reconciling his violent trade with his devout Roman Catholicism. Not that they had much option: the godfather was also a great fan of the monopoly. Criminals on his turf had a simple choice: accept his leadership or die. Even so, most joined not out of fear but because membership in the gang offered security, the prospect of wealth, and even respectability. After all, not only does money have a cachet all its own, but the godfather was as much a mediator and powerbroker as gang boss. People came to him willingly to have their disputes settled and their grievances avenged, knowing that his ‘justice’ was rather quicker and more insistent than that of the courts.

This could so easily be the Mafia in its heyday, whether in its Sicilian bastions or the Little Italies of New York or Chicago; the gang boss who is at once arbitrator and avenger steps straight from the pages of The Godfather (1969). Yet it is actually the description of a fictional but factually based brotherhood of thieves from Rinconete y Cortadillo by the Spanish writer Miguel de Cervantes.1 Best known for his Don Quixote, Cervantes also wrote a series of ‘Moral Tales’, one of which concerned the two rogues Rincón and Cortado, who travel to Seville in search of ill-gotten gains, but come to realise the extent to which the shadowy Señor Monipodio’s criminal organisation dominates the town’s underworld. When Rincón incautiously asks, ‘Can it be that thieves in this country have to pay a duty?’ the porter who first tells them of the real power in Seville warns them that ‘If they do not pay … they at least have to register with Señor Monipodio, who is their father, their teacher and their protector; and I accordingly advise you to come with me and render him obedience, for if you do not do so and dare to commit a theft without his approval, it will cost you dearly.’ Through charisma, charm, threats and detailed records, Monipodio and his ‘priors’, his lieutenants, preside over a complex array of burglars and bravos, conmen and bag-snatchers. Even retired criminals retain a role as so-called ‘hornets’, scouting out likely targets for future thefts. Monipodio also has friends – or clients – in high places: when an alguazil, a magistrate, comes to solicit his assistance in retrieving a stolen purse, Monipodio is happy to help, for the official is ‘a friend and does us countless good turns every year’.2

In many ways this seems an astonishingly modern account, yet it was published in 1613, and was derived from other, even earlier tales of brotherhoods of thieves in Spain. Many seem to think that organised crime began with the migrations of the Irish and Italians to the United States in the nineteenth century – especially daring works may present the pirates of the Spanish Main as primordial Mafiosi. However, despite common assumptions about it being an essentially modern phenomenon, ancient and pre-modern societies offer plentiful examples of organised crime or at least its recognisable ancestors. From the olive growers of ancient Greece, whose groves, cultivated over generations, were prey to protection racketeers with threat of axe or fire, through the rise of banditry in early modern Europe, to the contemporary organised crime that now operates across the world and dominates an underworld turnover estimated (very crudely) at up to more than two trillion dollars annually, organised crime has taken many guises.3 The brotherhood of thieves Cervantes describes was clearly meant to be an extreme example, but there is nothing in Rinconete y Cortadillo which suggests that he thought he was describing some outré phenomenon that no one would consider credible or at all unfamiliar. We cannot necessarily take literary accounts at face value. Yet Luís Zapata’s Miscelanea, written well before Rinconete y Cortadillo, refers to ‘a brotherhood’ of thieves that ‘has lasted longer than the principality of Venice; for although the law has caught a few unfortunate ones, it has never been able to run down the leader of the gang.’4 Even if often embroidered, reflecting the assumptions and prejudices of their chroniclers, these tales also tended to have a core of truth to them. For example, while it is highly unlikely that the fifteenth-century French gang known as the Coquillards really had their own elected ‘king’, as was claimed at the time, they certainly did have a secret dialect, subsequently popularised by the poet François Villon.5 In itself, this says something about their cohesion and sense of common identity. Besides, there are many more such contemporary tales of historical villainy, as well as official documents, personal accounts, and even archaeological evidence. From them, we can see that organised crime has been around as long as organised society, Indeed, as thieves have their own codes, structures and sense of common identity, their ‘underworlds’ often mirror the ‘upperworlds’ of ordinary society.

You and me, we are thieves. Crooks. Criminals. Odds are, all of us will have done something to break the law, from exceeding the speed limit to drinking under-age, from smoking an untaxed cigarette to sneaking some questionable ‘expenses’ into our tax return. It is human nature to look for the loophole, to balance risk and reward, to test that tension between the desire for a safe and orderly society and our own self-interest. And we always have been thieves: it is hardly coincidental that one of the most pervasively common figures in pre-modern mythology was the trickster, often little more than a polite way of describing the lawbreaker. Coyote among the Native Americans of the south-west, Raven in the north-west; Anansi the spider in West Africa; Loki for the Norse; and the Monkey King for the Chinese. Later, the trickster would survive in new forms, whether the roguish vagabond hero of picaresque literature, Mr Punch, Q or even Jerry the mouse (of Punch and Judy, Star Trek and Tom and Jerry fame, respectively).

We crave security, yet chafe against the demands it makes of us. We admire the rogue and the reprobate, even as we fear and confine them. There is a reason why crime, both true and fictional, has colonised our bookshelves, cinemas, televisions and podcasts. It is nice to keep the criminal safely at arm’s length, to bolt the door and bar the window, before settling down to a cosy night in front of the TV, watching other people have a miserable time. However, our relationship with crime is an intimate one. We – the supposed good guys, legitimate society, the ‘upperworld’ in contrast to the gangsters’ underworld – are the ones who really define crime. We decide what is legal and what is not. Sell the horse tranquilliser ketamine to a veterinarian, and you’re a dealer in medical supplies; sell it to a pusher who will market it as a ‘club drug’ under such street names as ‘Special K’, and you’re a narco-baron. As societies become more organised, as borders become more controlled, as states become more expansive, then the tally of goods and activities we ban, control, tax and regulate tends to increase to match. The ancient Babylonian Code of Hammurabi embodied just 282 laws, rules and standards. By contrast, Title 18 of the United States Code has 2,005 sections and five appendices – and that is just the main criminal code of the federal government. There is also a vast body of regulation, to say nothing of the distinct criminal codes of each of the 50 states.

So crime doesn’t just pay, it tells. It is the dark shadow of the upperworld, its shape defined by the contours of the society which cast it. First of all, what we choose to ban and what we do about it, says something about us. Today, slavery is rightly decried as not just a crime, but a sin. To the Romans, though, to free another’s slave was more than a crime but a challenge to the very fabric of the social order. Today, we pass laws rightly condemning animal cruelty, but in the Middle Ages, animals were considered to act from conscious volition and could be tried for their ‘crimes’. In 1379, in the French village of Saint-Marcel-le-Jeussey, two herds of pigs were believed to have ‘rioted’ in support of three sows who trampled and killed the son of a swineherd. The three sows were sentenced to death for murder, but while the other pigs were tried as accomplices, one of the herds belonged to the local priory, which petitioned Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, for clemency. They were duly pardoned.6 From setting the age of consent or of criminal responsibility, to defining what is illegal and what is not, law and crime are expressions of the values of state and society.

Crime also maps the gulfs between the moral economies of the state and its people. Criminals flourish in the gap between the law, and what communities think is justice. As states organise, they pass laws and levy taxes, central to their role and existence. This often criminalises previously accepted activities and creates a competitive pricing advantage for criminals able and willing to evade customs and other duties. Prohibition in the United States handed organised crime a market worth perhaps $3 billion per year (equivalent to half the federal budget in 1920, when it was applied), and one that many Americans thought was entirely moral. Likewise, Russian society has traditionally drawn a definite distinction between prestupleniye, crime as defined by the laws, and zlodeyaniye, what is regarded as immoral.7 Centuries of autocratic and selfish misrule by narrow elites – whether tsarist aristocrats, Party bureaucrats or today’s politician-businesspeople – have kept those two concepts far apart, as the state tried to criminalise activities ordinary Russians regarded as their right (like picking firewood in the tsar’s forests because, after all, he had more than enough), while society frowned on activities that the state either sanctioned or regarded in a much less serious light (such as corruption and horse theft).

The presence of crime in general and organised crime in particular is also often a good indicator of stresses in society. As Nick Fisher concluded from his study of ancient Athens, ‘The relative stability of the society, the absence of serious rural or urban social discontents and unrest, powerful feelings of family solidarity and strong localised community spirit all worked to keep levels of this sort of crime relatively low.’8 That stability and balance are hardest to maintain in times of rapid economic, social and political changes, though. Any era and society is prone to the destabilisation they bring, and resulting evolutions in crime. New Dynasty Egypt under the Ramessid pharaohs, between the twelfth and eleventh centuries BCE, was a period of expansion and economic change that exposed the elites to foreign influences and new sources of wealth, and in the process laid the basis for a period of unrest, instability and a crisis of values across the empire, as new beliefs and interests began to challenge the old.9 The fall of empire can be even more disruptive. Across the Middle East’s Fertile Crescent, the decline of second millennium BCE empires such as the Sumerian, Hittite and Egyptian was accompanied by the tales of the depredations of miscellaneous bandits, raiders, mercenaries and outlaws collectively known as Habiru (or ‘apiru, which effectively can be translated as ‘filth’). When Korea’s Goryeo Empire fell under the pressure of bloody internal intrigue and repeated Mongol invasions, it heralded such an explosion of banditry and insurgency that it effectively opted to become a Mongol vassal state in 1270.

As human history has unrolled, though, the pace of those changes has tended – with all kinds of variations – to accelerate. They elevate social groups who have not yet a commensurate stake in the status quo, such as the educated middle classes who would be at the heart of the revolutionary movements of nineteenth-century Europe. They open up new opportunities that the state is not able or willing to regulate, whether forced marriage and baby-selling in pretty much any century until the twentieth, or virtual cryptocurrencies today. They throw into question old certainties and weaken or break once-strong structures of social control. Industrial revolution, for example, forced or attracted peasants to the cities, where suddenly they were cut off from all the old constraints, from the disappointment of their families to the authority of the village elders. No wonder they were unruly enough to be considered the ‘troublesome classes’, and the disdain in which they were held only encouraged their drift into hooliganism and street gangs: crime as a proto-revolutionary act of class and cultural defiance. As well as winners, dramatic changes also create losers, faced with the option of accepting a diminution of their status or wealth or finding new, illegal ways to retain it. In Italy and Japan, for example, gangsters profited from the comprehensive transition to modern economies and democracies after defeat in the Second World War; similarly in Russia after exhaustion from the Cold War.

Finally, the changing character of crime also delineates the reach, power and legitimacy of the state. As it manages to shrink the ‘grey zones’ where criminals can evade their authority – from the deep woods frequented by bandits, to the lawless slums of the cities – then criminals have to be more organised to survive. In a Darwinian process, the smartest, the most efficient, the most ruthless and the best connected enjoy the fruits of their labours and pick up the turfs and businesses of their less fortunate or effective rivals. However, crime can also be an excuse for states to constrict and control. For the French philosopher Michel Foucault, ‘with the generalized policing that it authorizes, [crime] constitutes a means of perpetual surveillance of the population: an apparatus that makes it possible to supervise, through the delinquents themselves, the whole social field.’10 In other words, more crime – or at least more public fear of crime – can also mean more repression. So many can, in their own narrow and dog-eat-dog ways, benefit from the crime industry.

Most crime is not organised, but nonetheless this book will focus on the activities of the gangs, mobs, mafias and dark networks, because exploring the underlying relationship between underworld and upperworld, the way as the one becomes more complex, so too does the other, and the manner in which they buttress as often as challenge each other, tells us most about ourselves, and how we end up organising ourselves.

But what is it? Definitions may often be dull, but here they are necessary. After all, organised crime is more than just crime which is organised. Almost any crimes committed by more than one person and with premeditation will involve some degree of coordination. Stealing grain from maize storage bins was sufficiently common in Aztec society, for example, that the law specifically laid out different penalties for the two key roles: the man who actually got into the bin and the man who helped him climb into it. The former was regarded as the ringleader and would be enslaved for this crime.11 Nonetheless, this is hardly organised crime in any meaningful sense. Instead, organised crime is a business, non-ideological in that while its members may seek political influence or even power in order to protect themselves and further their activities, they are first and foremost out for profit. They do not want to change the world, just own it. Terrorists may turn to the tactics of organised crime to raise funds for their activities, whether Northern Irish paramilitaries dealing drugs in pub car parks or Islamic State at peak making over a million dollars a day smuggling oil out of the regions of Syria and Iraq they controlled in 2014–15, but that does not make them the same as the gangs.

Organised crime is social, with multiple members, who enjoy close interaction. They may be kin, or come from the same street or village, or they may meet at a bar, a workshop, a rarefied club or the lowest dive. One way or the other, they share a sense of community, a set of common values, at least a minimal level of trust. This shared identity may well also be communicated and perpetuated by a variety of means: oaths of brotherhood, tattoos, distinctive slang, even a secret language. Japanese Yakuza affect elaborate and artistic body tattoos, for example, but not around the neck, hands or forearms: these are for private show, and the gangster must be able to pass in licit society. The more visible tattoos of traditional Russian Vory (‘Thieves’), by contrast, are not just marks of belonging to an underworld fraternity, they are also a means of communication, encoding everything from the criminal’s beliefs to his résumé.

It has a hierarchy, with those who give orders and those who obey. Some gangs are very pyramidal, with a leader at the top, captains and lieutenants in the middle, and numerous foot soldiers at the bottom. A Chinese Triad gang, for instance, is led by a Mountain Master, who relies on his Incense Master and Vanguard to manage rituals and discipline, and organisation, respectively. Beneath them are the Red Pole, White Paper Fan and Straw Sandal – responsible for enforcement, administration and liaison with other gangs – and a mass of initiated 49ers and apprentice Blue Lanterns. Sadly, most gangs lack such poetic appellations. While others may seem almost egalitarian, especially smaller or simpler street organisations, even where there is no formal hierarchy, there will be members of the group able to get their way through strength, seniority or sheer charisma.

Finally, and even more obviously, the group carries out crimes – in other words, acts which are illegal by the standards of the times. When no laws apply, or they sanction violent, predatory and arbitrary behaviour, you may have warlordism, thuggishness, immorality and exploitation, but you cannot truly call it crime. Thus, and with all due credit to Howard Abadinsky, who came up with perhaps the most widely-used definition,12 for the purposes of this study, which will seek to set Roman bandits alongside Sicilian Mafiosi, and twenty-first-century Chinese Triads by their seventeenth-century ancestors, a working definition would be:


Organised crime is a continuing enterprise, apart from traditional and legal social structures, within which a number of persons work together under their own hierarchy to gain power and profit for their private gain, through illegal activities.



Of course, any such expansive a canvas as the whole of human history needs to be painted with a very broad brush. There are all kinds of details and nuance that will be overlooked, and national particularities omitted. My own experiences and biases drive me more towards European examples, I acknowledge. Furthermore, definitions such as ‘ancient’, ‘pre-modern’ and ‘modern’ are inevitably impressionistic. Take a look at the streets of contemporary Russia and it is undoubtedly ‘modern’, but the personalistic court which Vladimir Putin has built around himself is deeply reminiscent of pre-modern tsarist practice. Likewise, one could debate whether Golden Age Amsterdam in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, at the heart of the Northern Renaissance, prosperous, literate and tolerant, was really any less ‘modern’ than contemporary Caracas (still holding its crown as the most violent capital city in the world) or Damascus (coming bottom of The Economist  ’s ‘Most Liveable Cities’ index year after year), for all that the latter have the internet, airports and fast food.13

Armed with our definitions, then, let us embark on exploring the story of the world’s changing values, of the rise of the state and the emergence of modern society, as told through the evolution of its underworlds and through crimes from pre-modern banditry and eighteenth-century English tea smuggling to today’s industrial-scale traffickers in drugs and people and the high-tech crimes of tomorrow.




Part One



THE AGE OF STATE-BUILDING




CHAPTER 1

‘Robbers of the Better Sort’ and Makers of States

By 1655, Chinese emperor Shunzhi had had enough of his eunuchs. He issued a decree, which was then carved onto an iron tablet, thundering that:


The employment of eunuchs has been a tradition since ancient times. However, their abuses have often led to disastrous disturbances. They misappropriated power, intervened in government affairs, organised secret agents, murdered the innocent, commanded troops and brought their evil practices to the border regions. They even engaged in conspiratorial activities, framed those who were loyal and good, instigated factional struggles and encouraged fawning and flattery, until the affairs of state deteriorated day by day, and corruption occurred everywhere.1



In Imperial China, eunuchs had come to play a powerful role at court from the second century onwards. Many parents had their sons castrated, hoping it would give them a chance to escape poverty – a large number, though, would never get a position. What happened to the unsuccessful ones, those who had been mutilated for nothing? Scorned, despised, no wonder that while some turned to begging or fortune-telling, others – frustrated, angry, outcast – became bandits.2 When they did, they joined a hardy tradition of marginalised, impoverished communities, from demobilised Mongol soldiers to ordinary farmers in times of bad harvest, turning to crime as a means not just of survival, but also to create alternative communities and power structures in which they could feel they had a place. As Shunzhi found, trying to reduce the numbers of eunuchs at his court, from the high of 70,000 in 1644, only added to the numbers of these eunuch bandits.

Banditry was, of course, a time-honoured and even respectable trade in many pre-modern societies. Brent Shaw notes that while by the fifth or sixth centuries BCE, the Greeks were using the terms lesteia and lestes in a negative context, for pirates and brigands respectively, before then, the words had had no pejorative connotations. ‘They merely signified another way of making a living, of acquiring economic goods by plundering and raiding’: banditry thus became one of the five basic livelihoods Aristotle described, alongside hunting, farming, fishing and herding.3 Yet this is not simply an ancient practice. In the early sixteenth century, Ming Dynasty China’s capital region was plagued by the Xiangmazei, the ‘Whistling Arrow Bandits’, known for their use of arrows with grooved heads to make a fearsome sound as they cut through the air. These became so infamous that merchants would abandon their goods and flee just on first hearing the distinctive keening of these weapons. Meanwhile, right through to the twentieth century, the Bedouins of northern Arabia enthusiastically and unapologetically practised the ghazw (razzia  ), in which a small band would raid another tribe – hopefully without bloodshed on either side – for plunder, especially camels. As the seventh-century poet al-Qutami put it, ‘Our business is to make raids on the enemy, on our neighbour, and on our brother, if we find none to raid but a brother.’4

However, banditry often reflected a crisis in society, whether an over-production of eunuchs, an under-producing harvest, the dislocations of war or the perverse result of peace. The Jewish Roman writer Josephus noted how crop failures led to ‘a harvest of banditry’, as people were forced to steal and raid to survive, for example.5 War likewise often forced people into banditry – or even peace. The end of the War of Spanish Succession in 1714 meant hordes of muleskinners – mule-drivers – lost their livelihoods. They were considered morally polluted, not least because, as well as handling dead animals, they also buried the bodies of hanged criminals on behalf of the court. As a result, lacking legitimate alternative employment, they formed the core of the Bokkerijders (‘Billy-Goat Riders’), who robbed and raided their way across the Meuse Valley and into other regions of the Low Countries beyond.6

Often, the bandits were mastered by local communities or power structures. The life of the samurai-turned-bandit Ishikawa Goemon and his exploits in sixteenth-century Japan have been thoroughly mythologised, making him everything from a revolutionary to a ninja assassin, but nonetheless it is clear that he was able to marshal a disciplined and efficient bandit army that robbed lords and merchants alike with impunity until he over-reached. Goemon was only caught in 1594 when he boldly, if incautiously, stole into the castle of Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the warlord who had become effective dictator of the country, with assassination on his mind. Goemon was seized and publicly boiled alive, the kind of death guaranteed to turn him into a folk hero, yet also which induced his gang to disband.

At other times, they were essentially co-opted. There is often a fine line to be drawn between warfare and banditry. Following the Norman invasion of England in 1066, for example, the Anglo-Danish lord of the Isle of Ely, Hereward the Wake, resisted them as much through bandit raids as military operations – his men looted Peterborough Abbey in 1070, ‘to protect its treasures from the Normans’ – before being crushed by William the Conqueror the following year. Hereward perhaps gained posthumous satisfaction by being immortalised as a dashing warrior and canny rebel in a series of romantic adventures and ballads, but it is impossible to tell how far in reality this could be considered guerrilla war and how far it was just banditry.7

Sometimes the bandits actually became instruments of statecraft. The way pirates could become legitimised as privateers will be discussed later, but just as bandits might find themselves openly recruited as soldiers (indeed, in the war that followed Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, both sides have turned to enlisting convicts), so too were they at times employed more covertly. The Aztecs of the thirteenth to the sixteenth century established an increasingly effective centralised government, with military patrols along its roads, but highwaymen and similar bandits were still a common threat to the merchant caravans which travelled from city to city. Most of the raiders were no doubt simply out for profit, but, especially before the empire (or Triple Alliance) united the original three city-states of Mexico-Tenochtitlan, Texcoco and Tlacopan in 1428, there also seem to have been cases in which they were carrying out a kind of covert warfare on behalf of one or another of them.8 They were still bandits, to be sure, but they were deniable agents, too.

Bandit kingdoms

However, the final prize was sometimes to become the founder of a state. To sociologist Charles Tilly, for whom ‘banditry, piracy, gangland rivalry, policing and war making all belong on the same continuum’, this ‘continuum ran from bandits and pirates to kings via tax collectors, regional power holders and professional soldiers’.9 The smartest predators, after all, understand the need to maintain their prey, leading to a process of state-building. The economist Mancur Olson theorised that there were two types of bandit, the roving and the stationary.10 The roving bandit strikes, grabs whatever he can – even if that is everything the victim has – and moves on, while the stationary kind actually steals the whole community, and in the process acquires new incentives. The roving bandit will grab the goose that lays the golden eggs, steal however many have been laid, cook the goose for dinner, then look for another one tomorrow. The stationary bandit will try to keep the goose fed and healthy, in the expectation of taking his cut from a lifetime of golden eggs. In the process, the smart stationary bandit will only take what his prey can afford, protect them from other bandits who would kill or dispossess them, and perhaps even provide other public goods, so that as they become richer, he can take more from them in due course. In other words, the bandit becomes a monarch.

How far was a stationary bandit different from other sources of power? The ambitious Marcus Licinius Crassus became regarded as the richest man in late Republican Rome for his involvement in a wide range of schemes, but one of the most ingenious exploited the fact that the city had no fire brigade, even though blazes were commonplace. He established his own, but when it turned up at the scene of a fire, Crassus would offer to buy the property at, well, a fire-sale price. If the owner refused, Crassus and his men would stand back and watch it burn. Even later, some would still put their trust not in the state, but what the writer Apuleius called, tongue-in-cheek, ‘the brave, steadfast, faithful robber of the better sort’.11 He was operating within a state, but others created their own. Visigoth raiders settled and formed their own kingdom in the ruins of Roman Gaul in the fifth century.12 In ninth- through eleventh-century France and England, the Danegeld (‘Danish tribute’) was paid to buy off Viking raiders, who themselves were the foundations of their own states.13 This was part of an evolution, as small-scale hit-and-run raiders (before around 850) began to cohere into larger raiding armies that eventually set up in their own realms in Dublin, Northumbria, Normandy, Russia and so on, extorting tribute from neighbouring communities on pain of war.14

The bandits need not be outsiders, though. Frances Stonor Saunders wrote that ‘knights were an instrument of force: they could use violence to build communities, or to destroy them’.15 Setting aside the mythology of chivalry, in practice they largely acted as they willed. Hobsbawm called this the age of ‘feudal anarchy’,16 while Barbara Hanawalt’s study of what she wittily described as ‘fur-collar crime’ concluded that, except when it impinged on their own interests directly, ‘both king and barons assumed that a certain amount of criminal activity was involved in being a noble and would be tolerated’.17 Boys will be boys and knights, apparently, will be knights. The extent to which the law was not a constraint on the rich and powerful is a recurring theme of medieval commentaries. The fifteenth-century French poet Eustache Deschamps, for example, likened justice to a spider’s web, which catches the small flies, but which is torn asunder by a larger insect. This analogy crops up time and again in other works of the period, from those of the English writer Thomas Hoccleve to the fiery Italian radical monk and reformer Girolamo Savonarola.18

It was often only when wilful and arrogant local tyrants fell foul of those above them in the food chain that they risked facing justice. In the fourteenth century, for example, Sir John Molyns was the terror of Buckinghamshire. A protégé of King Edward III, he stole land and had his enemies murdered or attacked – including the sheriff of the county – all with impunity, thanks to royal patronage and the protection of one of the king’s judges. He juggled his role as a ‘fur-collar criminal’ with similar activities on the king’s behalf, not least in 1337 when he was ordered to round up all the foreign merchants in London. The only exceptions were the king’s own Italian bankers, whom one might speculate had paid well for their immunity and the ejection of their competition. It was only when he alienated Edward that he was brought to account for his crimes. Even so, as soon as he was needed, he was back in the king’s favour, being pardoned in 1345 during the run-up to another war with France.19 Likewise, members of the Russian gentry accused of banditry could often secure the suspension of any legal proceedings by taking on active service for the tsar, a practice which continued at least into the seventeenth century.20

Violent entrepreneurs

Those ‘violent entrepreneurs’ who were successful at wielding both force and political authority were creatures of their times. Although they would continue to emerge whenever states were weak and there was a demand for their services, they were especially prevalent in the chaotic interregnums between times of state collapse and the emergence of new ones. Indeed, Vadim Volkov originated the term violent entrepreneurs while looking at the anarchic emergence of Russia from the collapsing Soviet Union in the 1990s.21 They were, however, even more common in earlier times, when armies were ‘elaborate business ventures’,22 when the boundaries of nations and concepts of legality were equally fluid in practice, and when the whole concept of the state was still in gestation. From these violent entrepreneurs’ expeditions of conquests and plunder emerged states and dynasties: banditry as a tool for state-making and social mobility. Those who successfully assembled and used armed power, while perhaps technically acting unlawfully, could parlay this muscle into political legitimacy by proving that they were good at it. As St Augustine put it in the fifth century,


If this villainy wins so many recruits from the ranks of the demoralised that it acquires territory, establishes a base, captures cities and subdues people, it then openly arrogates to itself the title of kingdom, which is conferred on it in the eyes of the world, not by the renouncing of aggression, but by the attainment of impunity.23



Thus, the feudal order emerged in Europe. Sometimes land was seized and its inhabitants subjugated through direct force, at other times they submitted of their own will in return for necessary protection in a violent and dangerous time. Effective violent entrepreneurs could find themselves elevated within the political order, if they survived long enough. The opportunist merchant Giovanni Agnello made himself lord of Pisa in 1364 thanks to the backing of the infamous English mercenary John Hawkwood (no one says that a violent entrepreneur needs to carry out the violence himself, merely be able effectively to control or unleash it). He had more strategy than luck, though: while immobilised in neighbouring Lucca in 1368 when a balcony he was standing on collapsed, he was overthrown in a counter-coup.24

Nor is this a uniquely European concept but one found in pre-modern societies across the world. In Imperial China, the stewards of Imperial lands typically gathered ‘an assortment of deserting soldiers, local toughs and men who had managed to escape from the household registration system’ as their protectors and tax collectors. Their leaders acquired such coercive power that ‘many officials tacitly acknowledged the power of these de facto satraps’.25 Muscle buys authority. A more unruly example emerges from Donald Crummey’s study of banditry in nineteenth-century Ethiopia, undoubtedly a pre-modern society. He explores sheftenat, a combination of rebellion and robbery, largely led by members of the elite. One of the founding fathers of modern Ethiopia, Emperor Tewodros, rose precisely through sheftenat. Born Kassa Hailu, of noble birth, he practised wise governance over his own lands in Qwara while ruthlessly plundering the lowlands of western Ethiopia. Even after being made governor of Qwara, he continued to combine the roles of nobleman and bandit, using sheftenat to punish his enemies, enrich himself, and attract more warriors into his service with the promise of plunder and glory on the long road from bandit to emperor.26 Such violent entrepreneurship, conducted in accordance with recognised conventions and through established and socially (if not legally) legitimised institutions and leaders, is the stuff of state-building.

A real state, though, makes its own demands. It has to be defended; its elite need to be bought off; it needs churches and temples, granaries and foundries, heralds to praise the monarch, and scribes to tally his wealth. All that requires money, taxation, and that means more than just plunder. But what can criminality tell us about the difference between taxation and extortion? In other words, what is the difference between a state and a protection racket? Let’s turn next to that thorny question.




CHAPTER 2

Between Extortion and protection

States must establish their authority to provide protection and adjudicate disputes, while excluding alternative providers of both services. When the state cannot or will not provide, others will fill the vacuum. The late medieval Scottish Marches, for example, were a no-man’s land between the English and Scottish crowns, fair game for the Border Reivers, roving bands of brigands who would steal, plunder, burn and kill with virtual impunity. Their raids, often launched in the early winter months, when nights were longest and the livestock well fed from summer grazing, might be as small as a few dozen riders, to the kind of massed expedition involving hundreds, maybe even thousands, which scoured Cumbria in the early seventeenth century. Just one excursion apparently netted some 1,280 cattle and 3,840 sheep and goats.

Unable to fight, when they could the farmers paid raiders to stay away. These dues were known as black mal – ‘mal’ being Old Norse for agreement – whence comes the word blackmail. By the beginning of the seventeenth century, London was even contemplating rebuilding Hadrian’s Wall, the old Roman fortified line dividing England from Scotland. Instead, though, James VI of Scotland acceded to the English throne in 1603 (as James I), and with the union of crowns and kingdoms, the particular conditions that had kept the Marches virtually lawless were gone.1 However, over the years, some reiver families had become rich and secure enough to find themselves incorporated into the regional elites, especially on the Scottish side, as Marcher Lords. In other cases, ‘black mal’ deals had moved from simple extortion to something more positive, reiver families assuming responsibility for the security of the villages in their turfs. Protection can become authority, after all.

This protection has long been a basic commodity of life, a fundamental building block of the state, and also a core business of many criminals, especially organised gangs. Outside raiders may practise this as a kind of extortion. However, the smartest and most secure gangs inside communities, Olson’s ‘Stationary Bandits’, come to realise that extortion – protection just from their own predation – can be turned into a much wider business of the provision of protection.

Mafias

This conjunction of gangsterism and protection has led to a scholarly debate over the term ‘mafia’. The terms ‘organised crime’ and ‘mafia’ are often used interchangeably, even though the capital-M Mafia itself is a particular Italian organised crime culture, originating in Sicily and then migrating to North America. Indeed, the very origins of the word are still disputed, with theories ranging from the distinctly dubious claim that it is an acronym based on the supposed battle cry of the 1282 Sicilian Vespers rising against French rule, Morte Alla Francia Italia Anela! (‘Death to France Italy Cries!’), to the more plausible derivation from the Sicilian adjective mafiusu, meaning ‘swagger’, or perhaps ‘bravado’.2 Other possibilities include carry-overs from Arabic denoting either arrogance or strong protector. It had become a popular term by 1863 when the Sicilian-language comedy I Mafiusi della Vicaria appeared. Set in the Palermo prison known as the Vicaria, it features the gangster godfather Gioacchino Funciazza, a power in the prison, who demands his tribute from others (known as u pizzu  ) yet, for all that, protects those under his patronage and respects the old traditions.

The play was fiction, but rooted in the experiences of the time. Indeed, one of the playwrights, Gaspare Mosca, had consulted Gioacchino D’Angelo, a notorious member of the Camorra, Naples’s equivalent of the Mafia, who had served time in Vicaria. Although, at the authorities’ request – demand – the authors added a moralising final act in which Funciazza repents and urges his former acolytes to follow him to redemption, this was as unconvincing as it was unentertaining. The Sicilian Mafia, whatever its etymology, had already established itself as a distinctive form of local gangsterism, predatory and protective. After all, the Mafia was rooted in the specific circumstances of Sicily. The island’s story is of foreign control, from the Greek and Phoenician colonies of the eight century BCE, to being a Roman province, a property of the Vandals and the Ostrogoths, a Byzantine holding, and then in the ninth century, briefly, a Muslim emirate until conquest by the Normans in 1071. The subsequent Kingdom of Sicily was controlled first by the French and then the Spanish, until eventual incorporation into the new Italian state by conquest in 1860. For Sicily, government was something imposed from abroad, of questionable local legitimacy, usually exploitative, and often incompetent.

The Mafiosi themselves were locals, men willing and able to use violence, yet also to establish themselves as intermediaries of a distant and weak state and of absentee landlords, as key figures in the centre of the process as ‘the central government, the landlords, and the peasants arranged and rearranged themselves in conflict and accommodation’.3 They could be the agents of those with the power, yet also defenders of those without – all for a price. Mafiosi resolved disputes and developed relationships between different interests and social groups. There is a reason why the original ‘men of honour’ were called godfathers, as in Sicily’s fragmented peasant society they were also matchmakers, brokering marriages between villages and in the process gaining new allies and clients. The criminals could then leverage this provision of tangible and intangible services to their community to give them some of the authority and legitimacy due the state – and to justify their demands for tribute.

Since then, though, the word ‘mafia’ has also become a term of art for a specific form of organised crime exemplified by the Sicilians. In his Mafia Business (1986), Pino Arlacchi suggested that, as well as directly criminal businesses, a mafia engages in three particular activities that replicate or supplant functions of the state: providing protection, repressing those disliked by the social mainstream, and mediation between a variety of legitimate and illegitimate actors. Diego Gambetta then took this further, focusing purely on the provision of non-state protection. In his The Sicilian Mafia (1993), Gambetta argues that the key characteristic defining a mafia is that it does not just run predatory protection rackets through which victims pay them off, but it also sells protection from other gangs, even the state or commercial rivals. This form of organised crime is thus a symptom of a state which is unable to meet the needs of its citizens, or which they do not trust, creating a market opportunity in security for the criminals to exploit. Others have applied Gambetta’s model to a range of other societies where such a market opportunity has emerged, from 1990s Russia (Federico Varese) to post-war Japan (Peter Hill).4

Antisocial bandits

In a way, this is a modern, post-Marxist take on the ‘social bandit’ thesis put forward by the leftist historian Eric Hobsbawm. In his wide-ranging, wonderfully readable yet also undoubtedly idealised Bandits (1969), he lays out the notion of social bandits, ‘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 as leaders of liberation’.5 To some degree this can be – and has been6 – dismissed as Marxist romanticism, Robin Hood with dialectic. It is much easier to admire this supposed breed from the comfort of a foreign country and a different age.

While examples of Robin Hoods and bandit-heroes can be found across history and across the world, on examination, their progressive credentials usually end up looking a little tenuous. The fifteenth-century Korean outlaw Hong Gil-dong, for example, whose tawdry real life was later elevated by perhaps being confused with the tale of the sixteenth-century rebel Im Kkeok-jeong, who supplied grain to the hungry, such that there is now a Hong Gil-dong theme park in his home region of Jangseong.7 Or Diego Corrientes Mateos, the eighteenth-century Spanish highwayman who acquired the nickname ‘El Bandido Generoso’, the Generous Bandit, for his reputed willingness to help out needy Andalucian peasants, although this seems to be a tale based on ballads more than records.8 Or Tadas Blinda, the nineteenth-century Lithuanian smallholder who was driven to the wrong side of the law by his dispute with Duke Mykolas Oginskis, and who died with his head smashed by an angry mob for his horse-thievery, yet who was later reinvented by fabulists and nationalists as a hero who struggled against Russian imperialists and their local quislings.9

Yet ultimately, they all sought to maximise their profits and minimise their risks. Those who robbed from the wealthy would have understood American gangster Willie Sutton’s apocryphal answer to the question as to why he held up banks: ‘Because that’s where the money is.’10 In practice, though, bandits generally prey at least as often upon the peasants as the rich and powerful, because the latter can usually afford their own defenders. Indeed, such predation is often one of the drivers of the rise of states and militarised elites: Hobsbawm might have been advised to watch a few more Westerns (or, indeed, The Seven Samurai  ), exploring as they do just how a peasant community can defend itself from bandits by finding specialist warriors, whether knights, gunslingers or samurai, to do their fighting for them. If someone is going to oppress you, at least find someone who will do it in an orderly and predictable manner, and not to your extinction: mercenaries, not bandits.

In fairness to Hobsbawm, he does not wholly ignore the sound practical reasons why criminals seek positive relations with their host societies, at the same time as they steal from them. Even gangsters have to sleep, and they will generally be outnumbered by their prey. They also rely on the locals not turning them in to the authorities or appealing to their rivals. Thus, it is always useful to create myths that either suggest the criminals are somehow on the people’s side, or at least that they are the least objectionable or dangerous exploiters around. This is a pattern that outgrew peasant society: when the Australian bushwhacker Ned Kelly and his gang raided the bank in Jerilderie in 1879, they did not just loot it for their own gain, they also burnt the townspeople’s mortgage deeds, winning them considerable public sympathy. In post-war Britain, the notorious Kray twins from London’s East End created for themselves a useful image as ‘bad boys’ who nonetheless looked after their communities, paying for old ladies’ teas at a local cafe on Bethnal Green Road and donating to Repton Boys Club, where they had started out as juvenile boxers
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