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If clothes make the man then we can say that the clothes of bandits came in all shapes and sizes. There was no such thing as the typical 

bandit, no one size fits all. Some bandits neatly fit Eric Hobsbawm’s formula for social bandits who robbed the rich and gave to the poor 

and who lived among and protected peasant communities. Others, and probably most, simply looked out for themselves, plundering 

both rich and poor. Some bandits were career professionals, but most were simply amateurs who took up banditry as a part-time job  

to supplement meagre legitimate earnings. While some bandits formed large permanent gangs, even armies numbering into the  

thousands, other gangs were ad hoc and small, usually only numbering in the tens or twenties. Most small gangs disbanded after  

a few heists. Many of the larger, more permanent gangs tended to operate in remote areas far away from the seats of government, but 

some gangs, usually the smaller impermanent ones, also operated in densely populated core areas. Although some bandits had political 

ambitions and received recognition and legitimacy from the state, most simply remained thugs and criminals throughout their careers. 

None of these categories, however, were mutually exclusive, as roles – like clothes – often changed according to circumstances.

Reviewer: Robert Antony, Guangzhou University
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BRADLEY CAMP DAVIS’S book is a detailed, well-written 
study of one type of brigand that he calls ‘imperial bandits’. 
They were, for the most part, large permanent bandit 
armies referred to as the Black Flags and Yellow Flags who 
operated in the highlands on the nebulous Sino-Vietnamese 
borderland in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. They 
were ‘imperial’ because they were frequently sanctioned 
first by the royal Vietnamese or Chinese governments and 
later by the French colonial government, which in all cases 
attempted to tame and use the bandits for carrying out 
their own expansionist agendas. The Vietnamese, Chinese, 
and French governments bestowed official titles and ranks 
on bandit leaders in efforts to transform their unruly bands 
into disciplined armies to fight their enemies and control 
borderland areas nominally outside the reach of the 
state. The results were mixed. Under such conditions the 
categories of bandit and official became quite flexible.

Both the Black Flags and Yellow Flags took advantage 
of state weaknesses in the Sino-Vietnamese borderlands. 
These bandit armies were a motley throng of poor Chinese 
refugees, Vietnamese peasants, and highland aborigine 
groups, but their leaders were almost always Chinese.  
The most famous leader of the Black Flags was Liu Yongfu 

who hailed from south China’s Qinzhou area in what is 
now Guangxi province. A charismatic figure and skilful  
manipulator Liu worked his way up the ranks from common 
bandit to high ranking official in both the governments 
of China and Vietnam. Imperial bandits were predatory 
entrepreneurs of violence, who showed no loyalty to any 
one party but rather sold their military skills to the highest 
bidder. In this way, as Davis explains, bandits and officials 
assured the continuance of a ‘culture of violence’ in the 
borderlands for nearly a century.

All sides – Vietnamese, Chinese, and French officials as 
well as the various bandit groups – remained suspicious of 
one another. There was constant fighting in the highlands 
between rival bandit gangs and state armies. The Black 
Flags and Yellow Flags, in fact, were bitter enemies and 
each side tried, with varying degrees of success, to ally 
with one state or another in its bid to overpower its rivals. 
As for the states themselves, they too played the same 
game by supporting one or another bandit group. But it 
was the mountain communities of Hmong, Tai, and Yao 
who suffered the most from the constant raids, wars, 
kidnappings, rapes, and murder. In fact, local residents – 
the victims – made no distinctions between bandits and 
officials; to them they were all the same and equally bad. 

Besides the large-scale bandit armies there were  
also a large number of petty bandit gangs operating in 
the borderlands who took advantage of the fighting and 
chaos. Sometimes as one gang was defeated the survivors 
joined other gangs and in this way banditry and violence  
in the area was perpetuated. One small-time bandit was  
a man named Ong That, who in the wake of the defeat  
of the Yellow Flags in 1875, recruited his own band to 
plunder villages on both the Vietnamese and Chinese  
sides of the border, in areas outside the reach of either 
state. For the most part, such petty bandits as Ong That 

never became imperial bandits, but instead remained 
outlaws and wanted criminals.

The expansion of the French into Vietnam and southern 
China at this time greatly complicated the situation in the 
borderlands. Whereas a number of scholars, such as Lloyd 
Eastman (Throne and Mandarins: China’s Search for a Policy 
during the Sino-French Controversy, 1880–1885, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1967), have depicted 
the Sino-French War (1883-85) as an outgrowth of the 
Westphalian system and power struggles in Europe, Davis 
brings the story back down to the local level, emphasizing 
the important struggles between bandits, officials, and 
merchants from China, Vietnam, and France for control 
of commerce and mining in the Sino-Vietnamese border-
lands. During the war Vietnam and China tried to coax Liu 
Yongfu and other bandit leaders to help them in the fight 
against French imperialism. And after the war, unable  
to defeat the bandits, the French too had to compromise 
with them by incorporating surrendered bandit leaders 
into its colonial bureaucracy as commissioned officers.  
The seemingly endless cycle of imperial bandits continued 
for several more decades.  

In weaving his story Davis skilfully combines 
Vietnamese, Chinese, and French documentary evidence 
with the oral traditions of highland aborigines about 
the Black Flags and Yellow Flags and their conflicts and 
relationships with Vietnamese, Chinese, and French 
governments. As the author concludes, we cannot fully 
understand the interconnected histories of Vietnam, 
China, and France in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 
without recognizing the important roles that imperial 
bandits played in making that history. Imperial Bandits is 
an important, well-argued book that should be essential 
reading for scholars and students interested in histories  
of modern Vietnam, China, and Western imperialism.

Unresolved Border, Land and Maritime Disputes in Southeast Asia is an edited volume containing 12 chapters including introduction  

and conclusion. Broadly speaking, this book recounts and analyses three intra-regional and extra-regional land and maritime border 

conflicts involving Southeast Asia, namely Preah Vihear spat between Thailand and Cambodia, Koh Tral island dispute between  

Vietnam and Cambodia and row over South China Sea islands, atolls and islets between China and multiple members of the  

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 

Reviewer: Sampa Kundu, Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, New Delhi
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MANY OF THE CONTRIBUTING authors of this book agree 
with one point which says, land and maritime border 
conflicts in Southeast Asia actually represent the remnants 
of the colonial legacy. The European masters who ruled 
most of the present-day Southeast Asia for centuries were 
not careful about the ethnic and linguistic lineages of the 
local populace and divided the region based on their own 
convenience and power sharing agreements and treaties. 
Throughout the book, it has been argued that before  
the arrival of the colonial rulers, the concept of border  
was unknown in the region. The Europeans even divided 
the seas and oceans which were earlier used freely by  
the local people for trading and transportation purposes.  
The chapters by Petra Andelova, Filip Kraus, Richard 

Turcsanyi (and Zdenek Kriz) and Maria Strasakova point 
out that the creation of artificial borders in the region  
have resulted in numerous conflicts including the one  
in Preah Vihear and the Koh Tral dispute. These authors 
have also spoken about the influences the domestic 
political situation practise to determine the contemporary 
characteristics of these conflicts. For instance, the chapter 
by Maria Strasakova explains how territorial border  
conflicts are used in Cambodian political scenario to 
influence the voters during election campaigns.  Land 
is treated as a matter of national prestige in Cambodia, 
argued Maria Strasakova. 

A number of the chapters of this book are contributed 
to elucidate the severity of the South China Sea dispute, 
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ASEAN’s responses to it, perceptions and behaviour of 
few individual countries like Vietnam, Philippines and 
Cambodia to the problem and finally, to offer some 
solutions to the problem which include prospects for 
joint development programmes. Scattered over various 
chapters, while reading the book, a reader will discover 
the past and present and understand the implications of 
the South China Sea disputes. The narrative offered by 
Josef Falko Loher clarifies; Chinese government practises  
a synchronised strategy to enhance its power in the region 
on the one hand and on the other hand, tries to keep the 
extra-regional powers at bay. Simultaneously, in an order 
to ensure dominance over the region, China tries to  

The Bengal famine of 1943 remains a relatively unexplored topic of the modern Indian history.  

Despite the insightful and thought-provoking works on the Bengal famine by Amartya Sen  

(Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement & Deprivation, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981)  

and Paul Greenough (Prosperity & Misery in Modern Bengal: The Famine of 1943-1944, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1982), both of which were incidentally published in the early eighties, the famine 

has not been understood in its totality. The teleological nationalist history writing of India has  

exclusively focused, as Janam Mukherjee rightly notes, ‘on the nationalist struggle, negotiations for a 

transfer of power, the manoeuvring of the Indian National Congress and the Muslim League and/or 

the rise of communal rancor’ (p.2). Mukherjee in this work provides a disturbing, yet riveting account  

of the Bengal famine of 1943, which was, as he aptly pointed out, not limited to the year 1943. 

Reviewer: Shubhneet Kaushik, Jawaharlal Nehru University
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HE DECLARES IN THE INTRODUCTION of the book that his 
objective is to demonstrate ‘the deep and abiding impacts 
that both war and famine had on the course of events in 
India on the verge of independence’. And to a large extent, 
he succeeded in fulfilling his objective. He gave us a detailed 
picture of the politico-economic and socio-psychological 
conditions which prevailed before and after the Bengal fam-
ine of 1943. While analysing the historical events that led to 
the famine, and understanding the socio-political milieu of 
the late colonial Bengal, Mukherjee also explores the struc-
tures of power and gave the Bengal famine its due centrality 
in the history of the 20th-century India. He emphasised that 
famine has to be understood as a complex form of human 
violence. In this context, Sen in his critically acclaimed work 
on the famines, Poverty and Famines, noted that starvation 
essentially means that people do not have enough food to 
eat and it is not related to the unavailability of food. In Sen’s 
own words, ‘Famine imply starvation, but not vice versa. 
And starvation implies poverty, but not vice versa.’       

Mukherjee argued in this book that the history of the 
Bengal famine is also the history of power and disempower-
ment. Exploding the myths around the Bengal famine, 
Mukherjee shows with great mastery over details, how 

during the period of the famine and the war, some powerful 
capitalists made fortunes and even influenced the negotia-
tions for independence. Though the policies of the colonial 
rulers were to a large extent responsible for the making 
of the Bengal famine, the nationalist leadership was also 
guilty. Although it is true that most of the Congress leaders 
were behind bars during 1942-1944, when finally out of 
prison, rather than tackling the issue of the Bengal famine 
in careful and sensitive manner, the nationalist leadership 
was quite busy negotiating the transfer of power, with 
the colonial rule. He also draws our attention towards the 
fact that the leaders of both the Congress and the Muslim 
League had close socio-economic and political relationship  
with the industrialist class of Calcutta, which further led 
them to overlook the problem of the Bengal famine. 
Mukherjee rightly noted that as the end days of the Empire 
was within sight, ‘the national leadership circled around 
the pie of independence, failing even to notice that … the 
population in Bengal were beginning to starve’ (p. 252).  
In the post-colonial India, severe repression of the Tebhaga 
movement (which was led by the sharecroppers) by the 
Indian state, also shows clearly that which class had the 
sympathy of national leadership with it, all the while.  

The Bengal famine was also the direct consequence of 
the ‘denial policy’ of the British government. It essentially 
means, to confiscate all surplus stocks of rice in the vulner-
able coastal districts of Bengal, so that an invading Japanese 
army could not feed its troops with locally confiscated 
stocks. And to worsen the situation further, more than 
40.000 boats have been destroyed fearing the Japanese 
invasion, thus ruining the essential water transport system 
of Bengal.  And the ongoing war, hoarding of the middle 
classes, extortionary intermediaries and the callous attitude 
of the Indian society towards the problem of famine further 
made the situation very grim.

Mukherjee treated the famine in a continuum, where  
it was preceded by malnutrition and succeeded by 
debilitation and disease. And thus he did not limit himself 
to one particular year, i.e. 1943, but traces the history of 
the Bengal famine before and after this period as well. 
Inspired by the works of James Scott (Weapons of the Weak: 
Everyday Forms of Resistance, New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1985) and Ranajit Guha (Elementary Aspects of Peasant 
Insurgency in Colonial India, Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 1983) on everyday forms of resistance, Mukherjee 
forcefully argued that the victims of the Bengal famine did 
not ‘die without a murmur’, but in fact, they contested the 
famine at every stage (p. 12). He provides us an insightful 
account of the Second World War as it proceeded in South 
Asia, particularly in the colonial Bengal; the British efforts 
to save Calcutta, while exposing the countryside to the 
Japanese invasion and also making the villagers starve, with 
the so-called ‘denial scheme’. Mukherjee also exposes the 
‘benevolent’ nature of colonial rule, by giving the account 
of the activities of the colonial officials and their ‘priorities’ 
in tackling the famine and dealing with wartime shortages. 

Japanese invasion, air raid damages and the riots of  
1946 (followed by the Muslim League’s call for Direct Action 
Day on 16 August 1946) were aptly dealt with in this book. 
Linking the Calcutta riot and famine, Mukherjee argued 
that the Calcutta riots ‘ha[d] to be read from within the 
context of cumulative violence that began with chronic, 
multi-generational poverty, was compounded by war, and 
brought to a catastrophic head in devastating famine’ 
(p. 254). This book also draws our attention towards the 
persistence of famine and starvation in the post-colonial 
India. The Indian state has failed miserably in addressing the 
problem of malnutrition, hunger, starvation, and famine. 

As far as sources are concerned, Mukherjee relies heavily 
on the official sources like the famine reports, department 
files (including Home, Political, Economic and Overseas 
Department), private papers (e.g., Jadunath Sarkar and 
Nanavati Papers) and the unavoidable volumes of the Transfer 
of Power. Overreliance on the official sources to tell the story 
of the Bengal famine is also the major weakness of this 
book. Though in the bibliography, he mentioned more than 
a dozen interviews he had taken, he had not incorporated 
these interviews in his narrative of the Bengal famine. 
Though Mukherjee talked briefly about the persistence 
of the famine and continuity of it from the colonial to 
post-colonial, he neglects the role that the memory of the 
victims, remembrance of the families affected by the famine 
played in structuring, shaping, articulating and configuring 
the experiences and memories of the famine and starvation.   

Also, he mentioned about the artists and activists  
associated with the Indian People’s Theatre Association only 
at the end of the book, and that too inadequately. Though 
the book began with a quotation of Somnath Hore, it is 
a pity, that the artists like Chittoprasad, Somnath Hore, 
Gopen Roy, Ramkinkar, Atul Bose and Zainul Abedin were 
just mentioned in passing. And their works and the Indian 
People’s Theatre Association’s theatrical presentation 
and songs on the famine were completely ignored in this 
otherwise insightful and detailed narrative of the Bengal 
famine of 1943.

divide the ASEAN members on the South China Sea  
issue and economically weak countries like Cambodia 
serve the interests of the giant neighbour in doing so.  
The territorial disputes involving Cambodia on the one 
hand and other ASEAN members on the other hand 
further instigate Phnom Penh to accept China’s regional 
actions, even at the cost of a disintegrated ASEAN. Alica 
Kizekova and Alfred Gerstl pointed out that ASEAN follows 
the path of multitrack diplomacy and engaging China  
with the regional institutionalism initiatives to avoid 
further escalation of tensions in the region. Truong –  
Minh Vu and Jorg Thiele analyse Vietnam’s (and to some 
extent, Philippines’) responses to the South China Sea 
crisis through multidimensional ways including making 
friends in the region (including Japan and India), taking  
the issue to the international forum (such as Permanent 
Court of Arbitration), provoking popular mandate against 
China domestically and using strategic restraint by 
encouraging joint development initiatives. 

The advantages of reading this book are manifold.  
First, it offers wide variety of information both on the 
intra-ASEAN and extra-ASEAN territorial disputes covering 
the land borders as well as the maritime ones. Second,  
it has discussed about the land border disputes that  
happened to exist in the past; and hence, mostly forgotten 
by the present generation of students. Therefore, this 
book should be appreciated as a well-documented fact 
book containing historical information and analyses.  
More specifically speaking, this book is cherished as  
it has explained the impacts of the mentioned conflicts  
for contemporary Asia-Pacific studies.

This book offers few new arguments. First, besides 
China, United States is also responsible for the existing  
divisions within ASEAN as it often indulges itself in the great 
power rivalries in the region leaving little options for the 
smaller Southeast Asian countries except to be either with 
the United States or with China. The role of the United 
States in the great power game in the region however 
could have been expounded in a more comprehensive 
way. Second, in their co-authored chapter on Preah Vihear, 
Richard Turcsanyi and Zdenek Kriz mentioned that ASEAN 
countries are coming closer to each other against China. 
While this logic sounds stimulating and optimistic, the 
author needs to put more efforts to clarify the reasons 
behind this particular thinking. Third, Padraig Lysaght, in 
his chapter, noted that the South China Sea disputes have 
almost become an anarchical situation, thanks to the roles 
played by the great powers. However, to add more value 
to the chapter, the author could have studied the role of 
the small powers in that anarchy. One striking limitation 
of this book is the lack of discussions on China’s role as the 
most valued economic partner of ASEAN. Economy plays 
a pivotal role in dividing ASEAN on the maritime disputes 
involving China. 

However, overall, Unresolved Border, Land and Maritime 
Disputes in Southeast Asia is a most welcome new addition  
to the existing literature on the political history of 
Southeast Asia, South China Sea issue and the history of 
border conflicts in the Asia-Pacific. This would be definitely 
helpful for the students, scholars and experts on the 
region as it deals with Southeast Asia in a lucid manner 
which is the centre of contemporary world affairs. 


