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PREFACE 

This book had its genesis in two personal failures—one of a practical academic 

sort, the other intellectual. As a result of these, I realized that archaeologists of 

the postwar period had artificially “pacified the past” and shared a pervasive bias 

against the possibility of prehistoric warfare. 

My practical failure involved two unsuccessful research proposals requesting 

funds to investigate the functions of recently discovered fortification surround¬ 

ing some Early Neolithic (ca. 5000 B.c.) villages in northeastern Belgium. Such 

sites represented the settlements of the first farmers to colonize central and 

northwestern Europe. These two proposals to the U.S. National Science Foun¬ 

dation (which had supported my previous research) requested funds to excavate 

several Early Neolithic village sites near to the already excavated “frontier” site 

of Darion. My Belgian colleague, Daniel Cahenj had found that Darion had 

been surrounded by an obvious fortification consisting of a 9-foot-deep ditch 

backed by a palisade. My research proposal claimed that Darion's defenses 

indicated that this Neolithic frontier was a hostile one and predicted that exca¬ 

vations at nearby sites would reveal similar fortifications. The archaeologists 

who reviewed these proposals could not accept the defensive nature of the 

Darion “enclosure” and therefore could not recommend funding a project 

predicated on what they regarded as an erroneous interpretation. A third pro¬ 

posal was successful only after I rewrote it to be neutral about the function of the 

Darion ditch-palisade, which was referred to as an “enclosure” rather than as a 

fortification. In other words, only when the proposal was cleansed of references 

to that archaeological anathema, warfare, was it acceptable to my colleagues. 
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With our new funding, our excavations at four other Early Neolithic sites soon 

documented that two of them had also been fortified. We had been right after 

all: on the Early Neolithic frontier, at least when it reached Belguim, fortified 

villages were rather common; one just had to know how to look for them. 

Despite having normally inflated academic egos, Daniel and I were shocked by 

this vindication. 1 recall that as we drove home on the day our excavations at the 

site of Waremme-Longchamps had revealed a deep ditch and palisade, our 

conversation was very limited. It consisted of a stunned silence periodically 

punctuated by one or the other of us stating in an amazed tone, "We have a ditch 

and palisade!'* Our mutal amazement was based on the prejudices we shared 

with the very colleagues who had given my early, unsuccessful proposals a 

skeptical review. Subconsciously, we had not really believed our own argu¬ 

ments: we, too, had assumed that Darion’s fortifications were an aberration and 

had used them only as an excuse to satisfy our curiosity about the other sites in 

its vicinity. This realization about our own expections later led to a series of 

conversations among Daniel, Anne Caherr-Delhaye (a specialist in later Bronze 

and Iron Age archaeology), and me about the difficulty archaeologists of our 

generation had in accepting evidence of prehistoric warfare. Later, reflecting on 

my own education and career, I realized that I was as guilty as anyone of 

pacifying the past by ignoring or dismissing evidence of prehistoric warfare— 

even evidence I had seen with my own eyes. 

My first excavations, as a college freshman, were on a prehistoric "shell- 

mound” village site on San Francisco Bay, where we uncovered many burials of 

unequivocal homicide victims. It never occurred to me or my fellow students 

that the skeletons with embedded projectile points we excavated evidenced a 

homicide rate that was extraordinarily high. This brutal physical evidence we 

were uncovering never challenged our acceptance of the traditional view that the 

native peoples of California had been exceptionally peaceable. 

Even more tellingly, in my senior thesis, I used all the rhetorical tricks I 

accuse my colleagues of here to deny the obvious importance of warfare in early 

Mesoamerican civilizations. Since grammar school, I had been fascinated by 

military history and avidly read every book on the subject I could get my hands 

on. For my B.A. thesis at the end of the 1960s, I chose a topic—the role of 

militarism in the rise of Mesoamerican civilizations—that seemed to unite my 

personal interest in military history with my developing academic interest in 

prehistory. In fact, it was a final decree of divorce, since I concluded (dutifully 

following the current consensus of archaeological opinion) that the first civiliza¬ 

tion in Mesoamerica had developed in especially peaceful circumstances. In 

other words, 1 argued that militarism and warfare had no role in the evolution of 

the Olmec, Teotihuacan, and Classic Maya civilizations and that warfare and 
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soldiers had become important only when these more or less "theocratic” civili¬ 

zations collapsed. 

A quarter-centry later, it is abundantly clear that this prevailing view was 

quite wrong. The percentage of violent deaths at the prehistoric California 

Indian village I had helped excavate has recently been tabulated by my college 

classmate, Bob Jurmain, and it is at least four times the percentage of violent 

deaths suffered by inhabitants of the United States and Europe in this bloody 

century. The Classic Maya city-states, one of the subjects of my senior thesis, 

clearly were at war very frequently and were ruled by particularly militant kings. 

Ironically, the archaeological evidence that all was not peaceful in the Mayan 

realm was readily available when I wrote my senior thesis (gruesome murals at 

Bonampak, fortifications at Becan and Tikal, countless Mayan depictions of war 

captives and their armed captors, and so on). But like the archaeologists whose 

work I relied on, I dismissed this data as either unrepresentative, ambiguous, or 

insignificant. Only as more and more Mayan hieroglyphic writing has been 

deciphered during the last decade has archaeological opinion shifted from its 

erroneous conception of the peaceful Maya. 

Like most archaeologists trained in the postwar period, I emerged from the 

first stage of my education so inculcated with the assumption that warfare and 

prehistory did not mix that I was willing to dismiss unambigous physical evi¬ 

dence to the contrary. If my initial lack of success in obtaining funding for my 

own research made me aware of the prejudices of most of my colleagues, my 

own reactions and memories stimulatred by my subsequent success drove home 

the fact that I had worn the same blinders. 

A few years later, I learned another important lesson. Archaeological opinion 

quickly became much more open-minded about the probability of armed con¬ 

flicts in the Early Neolithic of western Europe. In 1989, when Cahen and I 

published a report in an international journal on our first full field seasons, the 

prepublication reviewers (some of whom were almost certainly the same ref¬ 

erees who had skeptically reviewed my unsuccessful NSF proposals) were uni¬ 

formly favorable. This is not to say that these colleagues were completely con¬ 

vinced that the enclosures we had found were fortifications, but, by then, they 

were more than willing to entertain the possibility. Other information published 

in the late 1980s was also challenging archaeologists1 bias on this issue. Some 

German publications during this period documented that Early Neolithic enclo¬ 

sures were actually common—more than fifty enclosed sites had already been 

discovered during the past fifty years—but these findings had been published 

in such obscure local journals that they were not widely known. In addition, a 

very thorough report was published in 1987 (again, in a local journal) on an 

Early Neolithic mass grave found near Stuttgart that contained the remains 
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of thirty-four men, women, and children killed by blows to the head inflicted by 

charactensncly Early Neolithic axes. By the beginning of this decade, few Early 

I Neollthlc specialists would deny that war existed in what had previously been 
regarded as a peacefitl golden age. The resistance that we archaeologists 

showed to the notion of prehistoric war, and the ease with which it was over¬ 

come when the relevant evidence was recognized, impressed me and convinced 

' me that a book on this subject would be worthwhile. Physical circumstantial 

evidence has an extraordinary ability to overcome even the most ingrained ideas. 

, Indeed, archaeology is a peculiarly robust social science. Like ail fields, it has 

unacknowledged blind spots, unconscious prejudices, and declared theoretical 
biases; but the extremely physical and material nature of the things it studies 

provides a constant basis for correcting erroneous intellectual notions. UnJike 

scholars whose evidence consists of the spoken or written word, archaeologists 

lack the license to dismiss any facts uncongenial to their prejudices by selective 

ad hommem skepticism, clever sophistry, or the currently fashionable denial 
jthat there *s any 'Veal past” (that is, that the past is merely an ideological 

construction and as many pasts exist as there are conceptions of it). For archae¬ 
ologists, the human past is unequivocally real: it has mass, solid form, color and 

feven occasionally odor and flavor. Millions of pieces of it-bones, seeds stones 

metal, and pottery—sit on lab tables and in museum drawers all over the world! 

,The phrase “the weight of evidence” has a literal meaning for archaeologists 

because their basic evidence is material; and because it is circumstantial only 

repeated occurrences of it can he interpreted convincingly. Archaeology is the 

study of patterns of effects, repetitions of human behaviors that leave enduring 

niarks on die physical world. Warfare-die armed conflict between societies- 
whether its scale )s large or small, is such a pattern and leaves very enduring 

effects. In this work, I have tried to muster a mass of evidence to convince not 

just archaeologists and historians but also the educated public that the notion of 
prehistoric and primitive warfare is not an oxymoron. 

Chicago 

\{ay 1994 
L. H. K. 
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The Pacified Past 

The Anthropology of War 

War has long been a sensational topic. Warfare con¬ 

centrates and intensifies some of our strongest 
emotions: courage and fear, resignation and panic, 

selfishness and self-sacrifice, greed and generosity, patrio¬ 
tism and xenophobia. The stimulus of war has incited hu¬ 

man beings to prodigies of ingenuity, improvisation, coop¬ 
eration, vandalism, and cruelty. It is the riskiest field on 
which to match wits and luck: no peaceful endeavor can 

equal its penalties for failure, and few can exceed its rewards 

for success. It remains the most theatrical of human activ¬ 

ities, combining tragedy, high drama, melodrama, spectacle, 
action, farce, and even low comedy. War displays the human 
condition in extremes. 

It is thus not surprising that the first recorded histories, 

the first written accounts of the exploits of mortals, are mili¬ 

tary histories. The earliest Egyptian hieroglyphs record the 
victories of Egypt’s first pharoahs, the Scorpion King and 

Nanner. The first secular literature or history recorded in 
cuneiform recounts the adventures of the Sumerian warrior- 

3 



4 THE PACIFIED PAST 

s^arw? SSf K “rl,f,t.wnttea Parts of *e Books of Moses, the “J- 
strand (called so because in its passages the name given God is Yahweh or 

corruptly, Jehovah), culminate in the brutal Hebrew conquest of Canaan The 

earliest annals of the Chinese, Greeks, and Romans are concerned 

nefloWamv kUl8Si:.M0St May“ Wcro8*H>lik texts are devoted to the ge- 
neologies biographies, and military exploits of Mayan kings. The folklore and 

egends of preliterate cultures, the epic oral traditions that L the p ecu^o^ 

history are equally bellicose. Indeed, until this century, histono^y w- 

dominated by accounts of wars and the political intrigues that led uV to diem 

Because history , smctly speaking, consists of written accounts and because 

g is confined to civilized societies, civilized warfare is the subject of a lone 

b^kT 7in°US literatUre- F°r examP,e‘ ^an 50,000 complete 
books have been devoted to the American Civil War alone, and scores more are 

civilized warfare ^ ^ ***** ^ ^ “ therefore 

But recorded history represents less than half of 1 percent of the more than 2 

th2t h™ I" fact, prehistory ended in some areas 

fit n lTnm ag0- At Lhe dawn ofthe Ewppean expansion 
' _ orAy a ^ of ^ inhabited world was civilized; all of Australasia 

and Oceania, most of the Americas, and much of Africa and north Asia re¬ 

mained preliterate and tribal. These long chapters in humanity's story and ^1 

£e recent peoples without history'’ are the special focus of a^throplgy^f 

«t.r“u“,who s,udy fonMr and °r ^ -»**« * i- 

What, then, has anthropology said about the warfare conducted by prehistoric 

and pnmitrve” societies? The simple answer is: very little. By recent conm 

devoted^ ^ (“d 2 of ^^ologies and ethnographies) 
ted exclusively to pnnuuve warfare have been published in this ctutory fj 

ritT. Zh Ur.^ AT“iC“ ^ W" aCh 0» 
, . f . c £> kut n is tucked away in technical journals or scattered as 

bnef passages m ethnographic and archaeological reports. Compared with the 

tens of thousands of volumes and countless articles on civilized notary history 

however this imbalance is striking, considering how much of huma^ prehij- 

mode'rn lTOVe,PeOP,eS repreSent- The sub>‘ect of'™ *™ng ancient and 

Pe°P,er7amS Pr°ne f° Wl-lion, the caprices of infcl- 
ctual fashion, and the deeper currents of secular mythology 

Lven today, most views concerning prehistoric (and tribal) war and peace 

refiect two ancient and enduring myths: progress and the golden age. The myth 

of progress depicts the original state of mankind as ignonmt, miserable, bru£d 

™le"t- 7^ comP,exities introduced by human invention or help- 
gods have only served to increase human bliss, comfort, and peace, lifting 
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humans out of their ugly and hurtful state of nature. The contradictory myth 

avers that civilized humans have fallen from grace—from a simple and primeval 

happiness, a peaceful golden age. All the accretions of progress merely multiply 

violence and suffering; civilization is the sorry condition that our sinfulness, 

greed, and technological hubris have earned us. In the modem period, these 

ancient mythic themes were elaborated by Hobbes and Rousseau into enduring 

philosophical attitudes toward primitive and prehistoric peoples. 

HOBBES AND ROUSSEAU 

The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) reached his conclu¬ 

sions about warfare and society via a series of logical arguments. In his great 

work. Leviathan, he first established that, in practical terms, all men were equals 

because no one was so superior in strength or intelligence that he could not be 

overcome by stealth or the conspiracy of others. He found humans equally 

endowed with will (desires) and prudence (the capacity to learn from experi¬ 

ence). But when two such equals desired what only one could enjoy, one eventu¬ 

ally subdued or destroyed the other in pursuit of it. Once this happened, all hell 

broke loose. The similar desires of others tempted them to emulate the winner, 

and their intelligence required them to guard themselves against the fate of 

the loser. When no power existed to ‘ ‘overawe11 these equals, prudent self- 

preservation forced every Individual to attempt to preserve his liberty (the ab¬ 

sence of impediments to his will) by trying to subdue others and by resisting 

their attempts to subdue him. Hobbes thus envisioned the original or natural 

condition of humanity as being “the war of every man against every man.” In 

this primeval state of “warre,”2 men lived in “continual fear and danger of 

violent death”; and, in Hobbes's most famous phrase, their lives were therefore 

“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.” He claimed vaguely that “savage 

people in many places in America” still lived in this violent primitive condition 

but gave no particulars and never pursued the point further. 

Humans escaped this state ofwaT only by agreeing to covenants in which they 

surrendered much of their liberty and accepted rule by a central authority 

(which, for Hobbes, meant a king). And since “Covenants, without the sword, 

are but words,” the king (or state) had to be granted a monopoly over the use of 

force to punish criminals and defend against external enemies. Without the state 

to overawe humans' intelligence by force, mediate their selfish passions, and 

deprive them of some of their natural liberty', anarchy reigned. Civilized coun¬ 

tries returned to this condition when central authority was widely defied or 

deprived of its power, as during rebellions. All civilized “industry” and the 

humane enjoyment of its fruits depended on a peace maintained by central 

government; the “humanity'" of humans was thus a product of civilization. 
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Hobbes acknowledged that nation-states between themselves remained in a 

“posture of war.” But because they_ thereby protected the industry of their 

subjects, “there does oot follow from it that misery which accompanies the 

liberty of particular men.” In other words, a world of states necessarily tolerated 

some wars and much preparation for war* but these preserved havens of peace 

within each state. In the primitive condition, there was no peace anywhere. 

Hobbes never claimed that humans were innately cruel or violent or bio¬ 

logically driven to dominate others. The condition of war was a purely social 

condition—the logical consequence of human equality in needs, desires, and 

intelligence. It could be eliminated by social innovations: a covenant and coer¬ 

cive institutions of enforcement. War would recur only if these covenants were 

broken or if the police powers of the central state waned. His argument was 

certainly intended as an apology for absolute monarchy; but later, yielding to 

circumstance, he admitted that it applied equally well to other forms of strong 

central government, even republics. Whatever his views on the ideal form of the 

state, the point of central relevance here is that Hobbes considered the inertial 

“natural’* state of humanity to be war, not peace. 

For the past two centuries, the most influential critic of Hobbes’s view of 

primitive society and “man in a state of nature” has been Jean-Jacques Rous¬ 

seau (1712-1778). Rousseau disdained the logical rigor of the philosopher, the 

plodding empiricism of the historian and the scientist, and the unbridled inven¬ 

tion of the romancer, but he combined a semblance of all three with an assertive 

style to become an intellectual sensation. Like Hobbes, he constructed an origin 

myth to explain the human condition, but his denied civilization, its humanity 

while proclaiming the divinity of the primitive. 

Rousseau, like Hobbes, asserted the natural equality of mankind but saw 

humans in their natural state as being (justly) ruled by their passions, not their 

intellects. He argued that these passions could be easily and peaceably satisfied 

in a world without the “unnatural” institutions of monogamy aod private prop¬ 

erty. Any tendency toward violence in the natural condition would be sup¬ 

pressed by humans> mnate pity or compassion. This natural compassion was 

overwhelmed only when envy was created by the origins of marriage, property, 

education, social inequality, and “civil” society. He claimed that the savage, 

except when hungryy was the friend of all creation and the enemy of none. He 

directly attacked Hobbes for having “hastily concluded that man is naturally 

cruel” when in fact “nothing could be more gentle” than man in his natural 

stated Rousseau’s Noble Savage lived in that peaceful golden age “that man¬ 

kind was formed ever to remain in.” War only became general and terrible when 

people organized themselves into separate societies with artificial rather than 

natural laws. Compassion, an emotion peculiar to individuals, gradually lost its 

influence over societies as they grew in size and proliferated. When artificial, 
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passionless states fought, they committed more murders and “horrible disor¬ 

ders” in a single engagement than were ever perpetrated in all the ages that men 

had lived in a state of nature. 

Unlike Hobbes, Rousseau seemed genuinely interested in whether his con¬ 

tentions were confinned in the observations of real “savages” then being en¬ 

countered by European explorers. His disciples accompanied French explora¬ 

tions &nd brought back mixed reports/* The explorer Louis de Bougainville 

reported that Tahitians exactly fulfilled Rousseau’s predictions, although to 

reach this conclusion Bougainville had to ignore their rigid class stratification, 

their arrogant chiefs, and some of the most horrific warfare on record (Chapters 

4-7). But another explorer told Rousseau of a sudden unprovoked attack on 

French explorers by the very simple and previously uncontacted aboriginal 

Tasmanians, despite the most peaceful gestures by the completely naked 

French emissaries. Rousseau was shocked: “Is it possible that the good Chil¬ 

dren of Nature can really be so wicked?” Of comse, Noble Savage apologists 

then and since have remarked that such fracases were only the result of the 

natives’ misunderstanding of the emissaries’ intentions or anxiety that the ex¬ 

plorers meant to stay. Even so, what had happened to the savages’ natural 

compassion and lack of jealousy? Similar cases of tribesmen at first contact 

“shooting first and asking questions later” (which with hindsight seems pre¬ 

scient on their part) did not trouble Rousseau or his disciples to die point of 

reconsidering their assumptions. They were too thoroughly convinced that the 

natural state of human society was a peaceful combination of free love and 

primitive communism to see these violent first encounters as anything but rare 

aberrations. 

Despite Rousseau’s influence, Hobbes’s view of primitive life held the upper 

hand during the nineteenth century, which not coincidentally was the heyday of 

European imperialism and colonization. One of the principal apologies for 

Western imperialism was the pacification of ever-warring savages by European 

conquest, inissionary activity, and administration. The natives, living in Hobbe- 

sian turbulence, could enjoy the comforts of Christianity and the benefits of 

civilization only after they were pacified and controlled by Europeans. Euro¬ 

peans also awarded their own the highest ranking among the few civilizations 

they recognized (such as those of Asia and the Neai East) because they reck¬ 

oned that theirs had progressed further than any other from the violent and 

impoverished state of nature. Not surprisingly, the soldiers, missionaries, and 

colonial functionaries sent out to establish Western dominion brought back 

accounts that emphasized the Hobbesian features of societies they sought to 

conquer and transform. These portraits were the only information available to 

the first anthropologists as the discipline emerged during die 1860s. Only a 

handful of anti-imperialists, reformers, and self-consciously iconoclastic 
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rnists-fewofwhomlud ever directly observed real primitives-^lung to Rous¬ 
seau s pacific view of uncivilized life. 

THE CONCEPT OF PRIMITIVE WAR 

In the early part of the twentieth century, the mass of unsystematic observations 

of presate societies that had accumulated during European expansion was 

superseded by the new data of ethnography. Trained in the new technique of 

participant observation, anthropologists went out to live with the subjects of 

etr studies for months and even years, learned their language, and made 

obsemnons of their customs and behavior with their own eyes! The young 
science of anthropology had left its armchair. 6 

All of this data, old and new, indicated that with only rare exceptions primitive 

hfe was not particularly peacefiil. It was no longer possible to declare as the 

cmment sociologist William Sumner did at the turn of the century, that primitive 

man might be described as a peaceful animal” who “dreads” war.s In 1941 the 

great ethnographer Bronislaw Malinowski could argue that “anthropology’has 

done more harm than good in confusing the issue by . . . depicting human 

ancestry as living in the golden age of perpetual peace ” Yet it was also clear 

that, contrary to Hobbes, life in small-scale societies was not “solitary poor 

nasty, brutish and short.” Anthropologists who actually lived among such peo- 

pic, got to know them as individuals and as friends, and participated in their 

daily affairs found it very difficult to maintain a Hobbesian disdain for their way 

o hfe Ethnography exposed primitive cultures as perfectly valid and satisfying 

ways of being human and found that they often possessed features that were 

preferable to comparable aspects of Western civilized life. 

Few of these ethnographers were explorers, however, and they usually lived 

with People who had already been pacified by Western administration^ Thus 

they had to rely on their informants1 memories of precontact warfare and had 

hffie opportunity to observe it directly. But such accounts tended to idealize or 

r°r', inf0naant5> Ascriptions of many aspects of social 

ffidenenH ! ^ or “^cted by the anthropologists’ direct observations, 
mdependent checks on their descriptions of warfare were usually impossible 

hor example, an ethnographer studying the Sambia of New Guinea found that 

Sambia warriors unconsciously repress the gory parts of war tales, tranfonnin g 

the once tiaumatic into drama” when recounting their war experiences.? When 

such idealized native accounts were filtered, by the questions asked, through the 

intense interest of anthropologists in customary rules and rituals, the images of 

prmuhve combat that emerged had a very stylized, ritualistic allure 

In The Fa* of Battle, historian John Keegan notes an exactly corresponding 

tendency in military historians’ accounts of civilized battles.8 Some of these 
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make bloody combat between groups of frightened, overexcited men seem no 

more hurtful than a barroom brawl or a prosy Romantic thunderstorm. In these 

accounts, individuals and groups are motivated by a hunger for glory or avenge 

for previous defeats, by a desire to maintain the reputation of the regiment, 

retain the good opinion of their comrades, or gain the notice of superiors. The 

soldiers are very rarely depicted as driven by hatred of the enemy and never as 

fighting for the base motives of material gain or fear of punishment. Were such 

accounts our only source of information, we could easily conclude that modem 

Western warfare has been highly ritualized, psychologically motivated, and not 

particularly deadly. Only actual casualty statistics and rare unedited eyewitness 

memoirs by front-line soldiers challenge such impressions. But anthropologists, 

with very few exceptions, have had information of only the historiographic type 

to guide them in generalizing about uncivilized warfare. 

In some rare instances, ethnographers were able to observe actual primitive 

combat. But even these observations showed a marked bias toward pitched or 

Formal batdes.9 Because such battles are the primary goal and most dramatic 

events of modern warfare, the eyes of ethnographers were drawn to comparable 

clashes in the tribal societies they studied. They noticed that these primitive > 

battles were often suspended after only a few deaths, and—even if they were 

renewed after a brief interval—the total number killed in a series of battles was 

usually small. The ethnographers seldom analysed casualties in relation to the : 

small numbers who fought and thus could not compare them on this basis to I 

larger-scaie civilized battles. The raids, ambushes, and surprise attacks on ' 

villages that constitute a major component of tribal warfare were seldom ob- | 

served and paid little notice. The general impression drawn from rare glimpses j 

of formal battles was that primitive warfare was not very risky. 

By midceneury, it became possible to save the Rousseauian notion of the 

Noble Savage, not by making him peaceful (as this was clearly contrary to fact), 

but by arguing that tribesmen conducted a more stylized, less horrible form of 

warfare than their civilized counterparts waged. This view was systematized and 

elaborated into the theory that there existed a special type of “primitive war” 

very different from “real,” “true,” or “civilized” war. 

The architects of this concept of primitive war, Quincy Wright and Harry 

Turney-High, were academics of vastly different character and experience. 

Despite the essential similarity of their views, neither of them ever acknowl¬ 

edged in print the existence of the other’s work. 

Quincy Wright (1890-1970) was professor of international law at the Univer¬ 

sity of Chicago. He directed that university’s long-term study of the causes of 

war, which began in 1926. This project eventually involved a large number of 

faculty members and graduate students from a variety of disciplines, including 

anthropology. The study of war by primitive societies was but a small pan of this 
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great enterprise but had a considerable effect on much subsequent thinking by 

anthropologists.10 Wright’s two-volume summary of this project, A Study of 

Wari was published in 1942. An abridged edition of this work remains in print 

today. Not surprisingly, Wright .took a rather lawyerly view of war and was 

especially concerned with identifying the laws and customs that might moderate 

or even eliminate it. Indeed, he defined war as a temporary legal condition 

permitting hostile groups “to carry on a conflict by armed force.”1 1 His attitude 

toward war seems one of judicial disapproval for such a wasteful and brutal way 

of settling disputes. 

Harry Holbert Tumey-High (1899-1982) was, for most of his career, a 

professor of anthropology ac the University of South Carolina. But unlike most 

academics, he maintained a lifelong involvement with the modem military, 

rising from a private in the cavalry to a colonel of military police in the U.S. 

Army Reserves. He served in Europe during World War II as a military police¬ 

men but apparently never saw actual combat.12 As an ethnographer, he collected 

“memory culture” data on the Flathead and Kutenai Indians of Montana and 

wrote the standard ethnography on these groups. The character of tribal warfare 

remembered by these fringe Plains tribes and his own admiration for the princi¬ 

ples of warfare he learned in training as a cavalryman obviously strongly influ¬ 

enced his views of primitive warfare. His seminal book, Primitive. War (1949), 

remains the only anthropological synthesis on warfare; it is still in print. ^ 

Rather than viewing war as a temporary legal condition, Tumey-High saw it - U ^ 

as a social institution that served a variety of functions. Not only could war be ( r&Jfr 

useful, especially in a civilized context, but it was also an exciting diversion. 

Tumey-High reserved his disapproval for what he saw as substandard, half¬ 

hearted, or cowardly warfare, not war itself. Writing in a rollicking, opinionated 

style, he radiated contempt for anyone ignorant or heedless of the civilized 

soldier’s craft and trade, whether tire uninformed were social scientists, tribal 

warriors, or modern guerrillas. Indeed, one has the uneasy sense that Tumey- 

High thought a little whiff of cordite smoke, some military discipline, and a 

touch of wholesome field punishment would do everyone a world of good. 

Despite the difference in their basic definitions of war and their studied 

silence about each other’s work, both Wright and Tumey-High agreed that 

primitive warfare differed drastically from warfare conducted by civilized states. 

Militarily, Wright thought primitives “resemble more the apes and the ants” 

than they did civilized men. Tumey-High drew a very sharp line, literally a 

“military horizon,” above which real warfare was conducted by states and below 

which occurred only the submilitary combat of primitives. He spoke of primitive 

warfare as being childish, “reflecting the ways of human infancy.” Both men 

agreed that this distinction between primitive and civilized warfare was rooted in 

a fundamental difference in aims and motivation. 

In civilized or real warfare, the motives or goals were economic and 

political—for example, plunder, more territory, or hegemony. Turney-High 

characterized these as “rational and practical.” By contrast, primitives were said 

to fight for personal, psychological, and social motives. Wright argued that the 

i military goals of primitive societies primarily involved maintaining “the soli- 

| darity of the political group” and secondarily satisfying “certain psychic needs of 

; human personality.” Their lists of primitive motives included tension release for 

~ violent impulses that could be conveniently redirected toward outsiders; pursuit 

of personal prestige and status, including initiation to manhood; and revenge. 

Both Turney-High and Wright asserted the widely repeated claim that primitive 

people commonly went to war for adventure or sport—literally, to escape bore¬ 

dom.13 Given Tumey-High’s characterization of the motives of states, he 

clearly implied that the motives of primitive societies were irrational and im¬ 

practical. Comparable purely psychological motives only occasionally appeared 

in civilized warfare in the motivations of individual soldiers or small units. 

Wright and Tumey-High dismissed the possibility that warfare might func¬ 

tion to produce material advantages for primitive groups because the conscious 

pursuit of such advantages was characteristic only of states. They saw all fea¬ 

tures of primitive war making as flowing directly from impractical, personal 

goals, which could be achieved without ‘Stictory” and, indeed, could be served 

only if warriors had a very good chance of surviving combat. 

Both Wright and Tumey-High judged primitive warfare to be technically 

defective compared with civilized warfare.14 They independently listed the 

various deficiencies of primitive war: 

L Poor mobilization of manpower because of reliance on completely 

voluntary participation 

2. Inadequate supply and logistics 

3. Due to deficiencies 1 and 2, an inability to conduct protracted cam¬ 

paigns 

4. No organized training of units 

5. Poor command and control 

6. Due to deficiencies 4 and 5, undisciplined units and flighty morale 

7. Few weapons specialized for war and neglect of fortification 

8. No professional warriors or military specializations (such as swords¬ 

men, bowmen, and cavalrymen) 

9. Ineffective tactics and neglect of certain principles of warfare 

In short they found primitive warfare desultory, ineffective, “unprofes¬ 

sional,” and unserious. 

The highly voluntary nature of recruitment for war parties in tribal societies, 

Tumey-High claimed, Jed to ineffective or defective mobilization. The ability of 

^) 
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warriors in some tribes to desert a war party because of 0) omens or dreams was 

even more disastrous. He suggested that “a good stiff jolt of punishment” would 

have quickly remedied such malingering. Although he conceded that social 

pressure alone was sufficient to raise large war parties in some tribes, he also 

believed the system of physical compulsion used by the Zulu, Dahomean 

Celnc, and modern states was superior.» Typically, Wright, and especially 

lurney-High, gauged the military efficacy of a practice by how closely it resem¬ 

bled that of the modem military, rather than by its effects. In the case of 

mobilization, the key effect involved the proportion of a society’s potential 

manpower that was actually mobilized for combat, an issue neither scholar ever 
addressed. 

Tumey-High noted that the inadequate supplies provided to warriors by their 

subsistence economies limited the possibilities for perpetuating campaigns or 

sieges beyond the first encounter. He linked the issues of adequate supplies and 

logisncs to “a social organization capable of producing an economic surplus by a 

ffigh agriculture” (presumably he means a state supported by short-fallow agri¬ 

culture) and “a means of transporting such food.” Thus the absence of ex¬ 

tended military campaigns was the direct consequence of poor logistics that in 

turn, reflected a primitive economy and social organization. By implication ’the 

only way a gardening tribe or hunting band could conduct an extended cam- 

paign would be by first becoming an agricultural state. 

Both scholars noted that primitive warriors were ill-disciplined and rather 

selective about obeying their leaders’ commands. The military virtues of disci- 

plme and ready obedience were the product of training, practice, and exercise 

1 umey-High remarked that only states could afford such training and that only 

state leaders had the power to compel obedience,16 At the same time, he repeat¬ 

edly implied that such discipline was essential for victory and that only states 

were capable of winning victories. He had nothing but disdain for the capri- 

ciousness and heedlessness of primitive warriors: 

His is an undisciplined rabble which really does not stand and die when ordered by 

some alleged chief. A stand-up battle with quality troops against odds was no more 

is idea of fun than it is of his cultural descendenc, the guerrilla. The primitive 

warrior . . . loves a sure thing. Turning an apparently hopeless cause into a win- 
mng one by valor and skill is not bis way.17 

Wright's characterization of primitive warriors as "flighty” was not so openly 
contemptuous, but it carried the same message. 

One feature that permeated Tumey-High’s discussion of primitive war—and 

distinguishes it from Wright’s—was his profound belief that the tactical princi- 

pies or laws of war taught to modem officers in training represented timeless 

requirements for effective warfare. He compared them ro scientific laws and 
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claimed that they could be used to predict or guarantee military success and 

failure. For him, to the degree that primitive warriors ignored or violated these 

commandments, their warfare was necessarily frivolous and ineffective. 

According to Turney-High, primitive warriors did adhere to some of these 

principles or “laws” but characteristically ignored or disobeyed several others.18 

Indeed, their application of some might even be superior to that of civilized 

soldiers. He found that tribal warriors generally obeyed the principles that 

prescribed Offensive Action, Surprise, Intelligence, Utilization of Terrain, and 

Mobility. They were quite variable in their use of the rules for Fire and Move¬ 

ment, with many groups merely exchanging missiles at a distance and never 

closing with their foes. They were surprisingly poor at the law of Security, often 

being surprised or ambushed and neglecting the use of fortifications. They 

rarely adhered to the commandments of Concentration at the Critical Point and 

Exploitation of Victory in that they failed to focus on key objectives or enemy 

weak points and to pursue defeated foes. Of course, Cooperation of Specialized 

Forces—another rule—was impossible for groups Lacking specialized units such 

as cavalry and artillery. He insisted that primitives did not use the Correct 

Formations, but he was vague on this point Given that his other accusations 

implied a lack of sophistication or complexity, it is surprising that he also found 

primitive warriors failing to observe the principle of Simplicity of Plans, either 

by having none at all or by having plans that were too standardized. 

These principles, for which Tumey-High claimed the status of social science 

laws, are contradictory and rather vague, especially in practice. For example, 

achieving "security” usually requires locating forces at other than the "critical 

point” and often necessitates restraint in the “exploitation of victory.” Many 

civilized units or armies have paid a high price by adhering to the injunction to 

exploit victories by racing headlong into piecemeal defeat by their rallied or 

reenforced foes. Fortifications exemplify “security” but are inimical to “mo¬ 

bility” and “offensive action.” Actually, few of these principles can be taken at 

face value or unequivocally. With examples like the disastrous trench offensives 

of World War I and Napoleon’s Russian campaign, it might be more honest to 

restate one principle as “offensive action except when inadvisable.” Others of 

these laws suffer from a debilitating vagueness. How simple should plans be? 

How does one recognize the critical point except in hindsight? Because of their 

proverbial vagueness and contradictoriness, these tactical laws are much more 

readily employed, like proverbs, in rationalizing outcomes than as scientific 

prescriptions for generating victories. Ironically, Tumey-High’s “immutable 

Laws of War” are no longer taught to aspiring war leaders at the great Western 

military academies.19 

For all of his disparagement of primitive warfare, Tumey-High repeatedly 

recognized that the concentrated economic surplus, power of coercion, and 
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centralized decision making of states were the basic determinants of his “true 

war.” The absence of these features in primitive societies explained most or all 

of their military “deficiencies.” Tn other words, Turney-High’s military horizon 

was not so much a tactical Rubicon as a political and economic one. 

One tactical principle missing from Turney-High’s list is the importance of 

superior numbers (usually codified as the principle of Mass). This important 

feature of warfare he airily dismisses with the assertion that “good small armies 

have time and again humiliated large masses.”20 In fact, any number of good 

small armies have been ground into dust by less artful large masses. For exam¬ 

ple, the nimble Finns in 1939 and 1940 and the formidable Germans in 1941 

and 1942 certainly humiliated the more massive Soviet Army initially, but they 

were soon overwhelmed as thoroughly as any armies in history. Like so many 

historians enamored of tactics, leadership, and discipline, Tumey-High’s focus 

was on victory in battle, not wars. As the Romans fighting Hannibal showed, one 

can Jose every battle but the last one and still win the war. That crucial last battle 

has almost always gone to the side with the larger manpower reserves and 

stronger economy. 

Both Wright and Turney-High agreed that because of its frivolous motiva¬ 

tions and technical deficiencies, primitive warfare had few important effects, nor 

L was it particularly dangerous.21 Wright concluded that casualties and destruc¬ 

tiveness only increased with social evolution. Both scholars simply assumed lhaX 

fighting for practical goals with civilized techniques automatically made war 

more terrible and, conversely, that irrational goals with simple techniques made 

war ineffective. Neither author supported these assumptions with any facts or 

figures. Although Wright did have casualty figures from a few tribal groups 

(presumably because they contradicted his conclusions) they appeared only in 

an appendix.22 He even experienced difficulty supporting his trend of increasing 

death and destruction with historical data from Europe 23 Tumey-High never 

bothered with figures at all. He believed that since primitive warriors were 

always defeated by civilized soldiers, the point was self-evident.24 He did, how¬ 

ever. concede that primitive societies “made some very credible stands against 

the white man, in spite of their small populations and simple weapons,” imply¬ 

ing chat primitive warfare was not always entirely ineffective or safe. Essentially, 

Wright and Turney-High’s conclusions concerning the efficacy of primitive war 

amounted to aesthetic judgments of form and style, rather than practical or 

scientific evaluations of effects. 

Subsequent students of precivilized life seem to have paid little heed to 

Wright and Turney-High’s technical points about the social contexts and tech¬ 

niques of primitive war. But no one seems to have forgotten their dismissal of 

primitive war as a relatively harmless sport, directed toward impractical goals 

and incapable of affecting any essential aspects of social existence. From 
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this filtration, the postwar concept of a relatively benign primitive war was 
bom. 

THE CONTROVERSY OVER CAUSES 

As the concept of ineffective and unimportant primitive war became embedded 

in textbooks and teaching, anthropologists devoted little attention ro warfare 

during the 1950s.25 The situation changed dramatically in the 1960s, however, 

for a host of anthropological and nonanthropological reasons. During the late j 

1950s and early 1960s, ethnographers were able to observe the final stages of I 

tribal warfare in highland New Guinea and in Amazonia. Anthropologists were 

again directly confronted with the realities of warfare among small-scale soci¬ 

eties. Explanations of these new observations became entangled in the theoreti¬ 

cal and political debates of the times. These arguments also reopened the 

Hobbes versus Rousseau question and revived the mythologizing impulses that 1 

have invariably attached themselves to this debate. 

The anthropological debates about war are part of a wider theoretical battle in 

anthropology between cultural ecology and cultural materialism on one side and 

a variety of opposing “-isms” on the other. Cultural materialism proposes that 

most cultural practices are explainable by reference to the material conditions of ' 

life—ecology, technology, demography, and basic economy.26 Various anthro¬ 

pological opponents to cultural materialism deny this proposition, preferring 

explanations that refer to the independent realms of social dynamics, differing J 

ideologies, or other nonmaterial-factors. 

The materialist perspective focuses on the adaptive consequences of war. 

One early materialist view was that warfare redistributes or controls human 

populations to bring them into a better balance with available scarce resources, 

especially productive land.27 There was also the implication that warfare should 

intensify with increasing population pressure on critical resources. The combat¬ 

ants may or may not be aware of these material causes, and they often use a fairly 

standard set oT pretexts or justifications for fighting. Nevertheless, a common 

result of tribal warfare is that one side obtains from the other various means of 

production in the form of land, livestock, and additional labor. Some material¬ 

ists argued that societies undertake warfare only when forced to do so by 

competition over food or other essential resources. Peace is the inertial or 

natural state to which societies revert when essential material needs can be 

cheaply supplied by nonviolent means.28 

This type of theoiy simply elaborates Rousseau’s contention that primitive 

man is an enemy to others only when he is hungry. Yet the materialists were by 

no means completely Rousseauian; many of them (for instance, Andrew Vayda, 

Robert Cameiro, Marvin Harris, and William Divale) asserted that tribal war- 

9 
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fare could be exceptionally vicious and inflict high casualty rates. Indeed, Robert 

Carneiro argued that warfare played a key role in social evolution, espedally the 
development of states. 

In the late 1960s, a substantial shock to the materialist interpretation of war 

was administered by Napoleon Chagnon’s influential and popular ethnography 

on the Yanomamo of Venezuela and Brazil,29 Chagnon described the Yano- 

mamo as being embroiled in almost constant warfare. The men displayed a 

considerable propensity for violence against everyone. Yet Yanomamo villages 

were surrounded by abundant unoccupied territory; the fighting between them 

was apparently motivated only by desires to exact revenge and to capture 

women; and they experienced difficulty in obtaining sufficient food only as a 

r-esuh of warfare. Chagnoo literally declared that the Yanomamo exemplified the 
Hobbesiao state of“warre.” 

Many antimaterialists have concentrated on the social features that escalate 

disputes between individuals into warfare between groups or make peace diffi¬ 

cult to establish and maintain—in other words, on formal causes rather than 

materia) or final ones.30 This conception is neo-Hobbesian in that it derives 

primitive warfare espedally from the absence of stateliie institutions of external 

justice and mediation. The neo-Hobbesians deny that one gains anything from 

war except a bleak social survival. For example, C. R. Hallpike claims that 

nonstate societies “engage in warfare because among other reasons they cannot 

stop, not because they derive any benefit from fighting. In the absence of any 

central authority they are condemned to fight forever . . . since for any one 

group to cease defending itself would be suicidal.”31 

Neo-Hobbesians argue that the booty obtained by warriors and the larger 

territories often acquired by victors are merely occasional effects and have no 

bearing on the causes of warfare. Indeed, the neo-Hobbesians seem quite 

unconcerned with the content or nacure of the disputes that lead to fighting, 

apparently believing that a dispute over almost any matter can lead to war! 

if no powerful third-party authority exists to adjudicate or suppress it To judge 

from the various social and ideological factors they repeatedly discuss, neo- 

Hobbesians see war as a permanent social condition in which the potential for 

combat is always present, even if it actually breaks out only intermittently. The 

actual episodes of fighting receive—and by these scholars’ prindpleTrequire— 
no general explanation. 

Neo-Hobbesians also view prestate warfare as being very frequent and con¬ 

sider a state of war a latent condition of prestate existence. Yet like Wright and 

Tumey-High, they deny that it has any important practical causes or conse¬ 

quences except bare survival of the social group. By contrast, some materialists 

see primitive wars as having important demographic and economic causes and 

effects; but, like the proponents of benign primitive war, they do not see war as 

normal” to (and therefore necessarily common among) prestate societies. In- 
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deed, materialists echo Wright and Tumey-High in accepting that warfare 

becomes more frequent and terrible as the size, density, and complexity of 

economic and political organizations increase {that is, with social evolution). 

Thus recent anthropological theoiy has tended toward two extreme and op¬ 

posed conceptions: primitive warfare is uncommon but rewarding, or it is very 

common but unrewarding. In either case, important aspects of Wright and 

Turney-High’s concept of primitive war survive. 

The essential focus of almost all these arguments has been the perennial 

question: What causes war? The intense interest in this question, to the neglect 

of the actual conduct or immediate effects of warfare, is undoubtedly attribut¬ 

able to its assumed practical utility. Just as we cure or eradicate disease by 

eliminating its causes, so anthropologists frequently premise their examinations 

of warfare on the hope that it may be extinguished by rooting out its (single) 

cause. These arguments between the materialist and antimaterialist schools 

concerning warfare represent only a flank of a larger theoretical battle among 

anthropologists. Because of the pervasive polarization, both sides have claimed 

thac their own favored theories suffice to explain warfare and assert that any 

resort to the other side’s hypotheses is logically unnecessary. 

Though many partisans in these debates imply that the warfare of a particular 7 

region—or even all warfare—has a single cause, no complex phenomenon can 

have a single cause. There are efficient, formal, material, and final causes, as 

well as necessary and sufficient conditions. Even something as straightforward 

as catching an infectious disease usually entails more than just exposure to a 

viral or bacterial agent because the illness will not develop if the host possesses 

an inborn or acquired immunity. Since infectious diseases actually have multiple 

causes, they can be defeated by various means: eliminating exposure to the 

disease by quarantine or by destruction of animal vectors, killing the active agent 

with antiseptics or antibiotics, mitigating adverse symptoms with antitoxins, 

inducing immunity with vaccination, and so on. In this example, quarantine and 

antibiotics eliminate an efficient cause; vaccination removes a formal cause; and 

antitoxins ignore causes but pallitate the effects. The complexity of the concept”' 

of cause means that seemingly contradictoiy views are often actually comple¬ 

mentary because they focus on different categories. The anthropological de- ! 

bates about the causes of warfare may represent a c3assic case of un- I 

acknowledged complementarity. 

i 

PREHISTORIC PEACE 

If social anthropologists of various persuasions have retained theoretical ele¬ 

ments derived from the concept of a stylized, ineffective, and insignificant 

primitive war, archaeologists during the past twenry-five years have been even 
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more accepting. Less by sustained argument than by studied silence or fashion¬ 

able reinterpretation prehistorians have increasingly pacified the human past. 

The most widely used archaeological textbooks contain no references to warfare 

until the subject of urban civilizations is taken up.32 The implication is clear: 

war was unknown or insignificant before the rise of civilization. In several recent 

collections of papers dealing with more specialized topics—such as prehistoric 

frontiers, migrations, trade, and “farmer-forager interactions”—the only men¬ 

tions of warfare relate to historic civilized frontiers and civilized economies.33 

The possibility that warfare might have been involved with these matters before 

the rise of urban states is not dismissed; it is simply never mentioned. 

A few specific examples from my area of expertise, European prehistory, 

should clarify the character of this interpretative “pacification.” The earliest 

farmers to appear in Britain during the period known as the Early Neolithic, 

beginning about 4000 e.c., constructed ditched and palisaded enclosures called 

causewayed camps by archaeologists. In Brian Fagan’s very popular textbook on 

prehistory, the function of these enclosures is discussed in entirely peaceful 

terms. Noting that several such camps were “littered with human bone,” Fagan 

concludes that “perhaps these camps were places where the dead were exposed 

for months before their bones were deposited in nearby communal burials.” In 

an excellent survey of the early farming cultures of prehistoric Europe, Alasdair 

Whittle suggests that the “interrupted ditches backed by solid barriers” (log 

palisades banked or daubed with earth from the. ditches) typical of these camps 

merely expresses the “symbolism of exclusion.” According to these syntheses or 

summaries, either causewayed camps were the Neolithic equivalent of the fa¬ 

mous Parsi Towers of Silence of India or their deep ditches and palisaded 

ramparts stood as elaborate symbols bearing the message Keep Out!34 

A far different impression is conveyed by the reports of the archaeologists 

who have conducted extensive excavations of some of these enclosures.35 At 

several camps, the distribution of thousands of flint arrowheads, concentrated 

along the palisade and especially at the gates (Figure 1.1), provides clear evi¬ 

dence that they “had quite obviously been defended against archery attack,” 

making it extremely probable that the enclosures were <fbuilt with this inten¬ 

tion.” Moreover, the total destruction by fire of some of these camps seems to 

have been contemporaneous with the archery attacks. At one such sice, intact 

skeletons of two young adult males were found at the bottom of the ditches, 

buried beneath the burned rubble of the collapsed palisade-rampart. In one 

poignant instance, the young man had been shot in the back by a flint-tipped 

arrow and was carrying an infant in his arms who had been “crushed beneath 

him when he fell.” Whatever ritual or symbolic functions of the enclosures 

might have had, they were obviously fortifications, some of which were attacked 

and stormed. 

Figure 1.1 Distribution of arrowheads at a Neolithic causewayed camp iD England 
Concentrations were found along the line of the palisade and fanning inward from ’ 
the gates. (Redrawn after Dixon 1988: 83 by Ray Brod, Department of Geography 
University of Illinois at Chicago) 

A Belgian archaeologist who has excavated many Iron Age burials was 

criticized by several colleagues at a recent conference for referring to burials 

from this period as “warrior” graves, even though they contained spears, 

swords, shields, a male corpse clothed in armor, and in some instances the 

remains of a chariot. The critics asserted that these weapons and armor were 

merely status symbols and had only a symbolic function rather than a practical 

military one. Similarly, copper and bronze axes from the Late Neolithic and 

Bronze Ages, formerly referred to as battle axes, are no longer classified as 

weapons but are considered a form of money. The 5,000-year-old Austrian 

glacier mummy recently reported in the news was found with one of these 
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moneys mischievously halted as an ax. He also had with him a dagger, a bow, 

and some arrows; presumably these were his small change. 

Interpretive pacifications have been applied to archaeological finds from 

many other areas of the world.36 Such hypotheses about individual prehistoric 

artifacts and constructions are rarely implausible or manifestly wrong. Weapons 

and forts often tU> have symbolic significance. But these archaeological inter¬ 

pretations depend on rather tenuous arguments and assumptions and studiously 

ignore more violent interpretations directly supported by evidence. In short, 

they ignore the bellicosely obvious for the peaceably arcane. 

These deconstructiotust archaeological interpretations would be analogous to 

declaring that in contemporary Western culture automobiles and crucks are only 

symbols of status, masculinity, and liberty and that freeways are merely imprac¬ 

tical ritual arenas for the enactment of rituals of status, masculinity, and per¬ 

sonal autonomy while never mentioning that these artifacts and structures are 

fundamentally a means of transportation.37 Such completely symbolic inter¬ 

pretations also neglect the extremely significant fact that among the primaiy 

rationales for building the German autobahns and the American interstate- 

freeway system were arguments that they would facilitate the movement of 

modem mechanized armies. Tf present-day archaeologists were faced with in¬ 

terpreting the physical remains of modem industrial societies, they might em¬ 

phasize the derivative symbolism of cars and highways while quietly ignoring the 

dependence of such symbolism on practical economic or even militaiy concerns. 

Although archaeologists may have pacified the past almost unconsciously, a 

handful of social anthropologists have recently codified this vague prejudice into 

a theoretical stance that amounts to a Rousseauian declaration of universal 

prehistoric peace. In some recent papers and books, Brian Ferguson and a 

number of other scholars have argued that the instances of tribal warfare de¬ 

scribed by Westerners, including ethnographers, were the product of dis- 

equalibnum induced by Western contact and did not represent the primitive 

condition.38 Specifically, such warfare was a product of decimation by intro- 

duced diseases, native population movements induced by civilized colonization, 1 

social disruption associated with slave raiding, and hostilities engendered by 

conflicts over civilized trade goods. These Western derangements created a 

“tribal zone” of Hobbesian war of an unspecified radius around any civilized 

outpost or observer, Whenever civilized observers moved out to previously 

uncontacted groups, they would either still be within this zone of war or, if they 

moved beyond the disrupted region, merely transmit the virus of war themselves 

by bringing Western goods for trade and gifts or by introducing new diseases. 

Thus no civilized observer could ever view anything but the Hobbesian warfare 

created by European contact. Ferguson concludes that the “wild violence noced 

by Hobbes was not an egression of'man in a state of nature’ but a reflection of 
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contact with Hobbes* Leviathan—the states of Western Europe. To take the 

carnage as revealing the fundamental nature of human existence is to pass 

through the looking glass.1,39 This argument is based on the well-documented 

observation that contact with Westerners altered a wide variety of native behav¬ 

iors and attitudes, including those involved in warfare. Undoubtedly, native 

warfare changed with increasing external contact, but important questions re¬ 

main with regard to the character and speed of the changes and (especially) the 

nature of the situation prior to contact. 

Since these neo-Rousseauian scholars characterize any evidence of Hobbes¬ 

ian soda! or demographic features, tribal traditions, and mythologies among 

prestate sodeties as being consequences of contact, they appear to believe that 

the resulting transformations, which touched almost every facet of so dal life and 

culture, occurred almost inscaneously. Thus the proponents of prehistoric peace 

not only reject the validity of certain ethnographic observations uncongenial to 

their view of the primitive condition, but also deny the legitimacy of ethnography 

altogether. That is the substance of arguing that ethnographic descriptions 

merely mirror civilized behavior and do not provide a window on the precivilized 

way of life. But if ethnographers* observations can cell us nothing useful about 

the conditions of life peculiar to prescate noninduscrial sodeties, why bother 

with ethnography or ethnographers at all? An undistorted image of civilization is 

much more immediately discernible in the work of economists, sodologists, and 

historians. One suspects that because the undvilized villagers described by 

ethnography often appear to have lived in a Hobbesian state, certain scholars 

have metaphorically “destroyed the village in order to save it.'* 

This hypothesis attributes an exceptional potency—indeed, a peculiar 

radioactivity—to civilized people and their products. Were there never epidemic' 

diseases before Western contact? Were there never uncivilized items of trade 

that excited the practical appetites of primitive consumers and were worth 

fighting over? Did new weapons never diffuse to modify prehistoric warfare? 

Were there never population movements or expansions before civilization? If 

any of these conditions existed before civilized expansion, then, by these argu¬ 

ments, the causes of war should also have existed. As we shall see in the 

following chapters, there is evidence that such things happened before civilized 

observers soiled the preliterate world. In this case, the tribal-zone hypothesis 

would be reduced to the claim that civilized contact merely brought some new 

weapons to fight with and new items to fight over to prestate regions, not the 

more general reasons for fighting or the institution of war itself. 

Most neo-Rousseauians are vague about what they suppose the precontact 

situation to have been. Their assertions that ‘hvild violence” and carnage were 

caused by civilized contact imply they imagine that precontact conditions ap¬ 

proached Rousseau’s primitive peace. This hypothesis of prehistoric peace is 
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analogous to my fathers facetious claim that the flesh of a watermelon is really 

white until the skin is broken and it turns instandy red. As with my father’s story, 

it is impossible to disprove by direct observation. It requires no great diligence to 

show that any primitive group, at*the moment of its ethnographic description, 

has been subjected to an epidemic, possessed civilized trade goods, or sustained 

some form of disruption from the presence of a European observer in their 

midst. Ferguson does acknowledge that archaeology has the capacity to look 

inside the watermelon before it is cut, but neither he nor his colleagues ever 

mention any archaeological support for their declaration of prehistoric peace. 

In the past few decades, the hypothesis of unserious, ritualized primitive war 

has thus been transformed—through the consistent deemphasis of prehistoric 

violence by archaeologists and later through the explicit arguments of some 

social anthropologists—into an neo-Rousseauian concept of prehistoric peace. 

RESONANCE OF THE PACIFIED PAST 

The neo-Rousseauian tenor of these postwar anthropological views on war and 

civilization has penetrated and resonated with other aspects of Western intellec¬ 

tual and popular culture. Let me cite a few recent expressions of such concur¬ 

rences ranging from academic discourses by noxianthropologists to expressions 

in popular culture. 

Directly reflecting the idea of primitive war, two military historians discussing 

the Iron Age of early Western civilization see it as the germinal period of real 

war: 

In less than 2000 years, man went from a condition in which warfare was relatively 

rare and mosdy ritualistic to one in which death and destruction were achieved on a 

modern scale. . . . The Iron Age also saw the practice of war firmly rooted in 

man's societies and experience and, perhaps more importantly, in his psychology. 

War, warriors and weapons were now a normal part of human existence.40 

Thus, before civilization, war was rare, ritualized, abnormal, and foreign to 

human psychology. 

Recendy, in a letter to an academic newsletter, a professor of sociology 

contrasted “the emotional richness and cultural diversity of traditional African 

tribal life” to “the enhanced capacity for destructiveness that the emergence of 

all civilizational structures brought forth, such as organized mass warfare.”41 

Rousseau's view of civilization as emotionally impoverished, culturally confin¬ 

ing, and destructively warlike compared with traditional tribal life could not be 

more baldly restated. 

In Wdltam Manchester's quasi-memoirs of his service in the marines during 

World War II, he asserts that although the natives of Papua-New Guinea lived 

in a Stone Age culture, “it is equally true that their simple humanity would 

prevent them from even contemplating a Pearl Harbor, an Auschwitz or a 

Hiroshima.”42 Surprise attacks, slaughters of noncombatants, and general mas¬ 

sacres are therefore unknown in a world of New Guinea tribesmen. As we shall 

see in later chapters, Manchester could not have been more wrong. 

Reflecting several of the ideas of prehistoric peace, the plot of Jamie Uys's 

film comedy The Gods Must Be Crazy centers on a Coke bottle that is tossed 

from a passing airplane and lands in an African San (Bushmen) encampment. 

The Bushmen's encounter with this civilized artifact soon leads to conflict and 

fighting in the previously harmonious camp. The angry headman then under¬ 

takes a quest to return this evil item to the unhelpful gods who dropped it. 

Reaching a civilized outpost, he is eventually arrested and gets embroiled in a 

guerrilla war. The film is a broad farce, but the little San's good sense and 

peacefulness are always favorably contrasted with the foolishness, cold hearts, 

and violence of the civilized people he meets. The underlying message is that 

the selfish strife and heartless wars characteristic of civilization emanate from 

even its most prosaic artifacts. 

In intellectual and popular culture, war has come to be regarded by many as a 

peculiar psychosis of Western civilization. This atmosphere of Western self- 

reproach and neo-Rousseauian nostalgia is prevalent in the views espoused by 

many postwar anthropologists. 

The pacification of the past now epidemic in anthropology is just the latest 

turn in the long struggle between the myths of progress and the golden age, 

between Hobbesian and Rousseauian conceptions of the nature of primitive 

societies and of the prehistoric past. Retying perhaps on the time-honored 

archaeological method of ethnographic analogy, archaeologists have increas¬ 

ingly ignored the phenomenon of prehistoric warfare (inasmuch as it had been 

declared by ethnologists to be weightless and unimportant). They have written 

warfare out of prehistory by omitting any mention of evidence of prehistoric 

violence when they synthesize or summarize the raw data produced by excava¬ 

tion. Some social anthropologists have recently become more aggressively paci¬ 

fist, dismissing all ethnographic descriptions of primitive warfare as being the 

product of civilized interference with more peaceful precontact {that is, truly 

prehistoric) primitive life. If these ideas are correct, anthropology has little to say 

about war. 

But the proponents of primitive war and prehistoric peace have tended to 

neglect the very evidence that is crucial to their propositions. With regard to the 

intensity, dangerousness, and effectiveness of primitive war, it is vital to study 

the direct effects of precivilized conflict: the casualty rates, the destruction, and 

the gains or losses of territory and other vital possessions. If uncivilized societies 

were very peaceful before literate observers could record them, archaeology 
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should be able to provide the documentation. The evaluation of these ideas 

(and, of course, any ideas contrary to them) requires carefbl surveillance of both 

ethnographic and archaeological data, with special attention to questions of how 

recent tribal and anaent prehistoric warfare was actually conducted and what 

the direct faults of such conflicts were. Since implicit in any discussion of 

primitive warfare is a contrast with the corresponding forms of civilized conflict, 

u is also vital to make direct comparisons between the two in equivalent terms. 

Only then is it possible to achieve a realistic view of all warfare and to determine 

whether anthropology has anything to offer us in our attempts to understand and 

eventually eliminate the awftil scourge of war. The puipose of this book is to 
provide just such a survey and evaluation. 

TWO 

The Dogs of War 

The Prevalence and Importance of War 

As we have seen* many recent popular and academic 

views of precivilized warfare agree that it was a trivial 

and insubstantial activity. Proponents of primitive war 

and the pacified past claim or imply that peaceful societies 

were common* fighting was infrequent, and active participa¬ 

tion in combat was limited among nonstate peoples until they 

either evolved Into or made contact with states and civiliza¬ 

tions. 

If these views are correct, they should be supported by 

broad surveys of ethnographic and archaeological evidence. 

Ethnographic data should indicate that nonscate societies 

were commonly pacifistic* resorted to combat much less fre¬ 

quently than did ancient or modem states* and mobilized 

little of their potential manpower for the warfare they did 

conduct In the more thoroughly studied regions, archae¬ 

ology should recover very little evidence of violent conflicts 

before the development of indigenous states or the intrusion 

of foreign states. As we shall see* on the contrary* the avail¬ 

able evidence shows that peaceful societies have been very 

25 



26 THE DOGS OF WAR 

rare, that warfare was extremely frequent in nonstate societies, and that tribal 

societies often mobilized for combat very high percentages of their total man¬ 

power. 

LEVELS OF SOCIAL COMPLEXITY 

Before proceeding with any ethnographic survey, we must review some terms 

that are used by anthropologists in roughly classifying the size and complexity of 

societies. These terms include bands, tribes, chiefd-oms, states, and civilized or 

urban states. They loosely describe the population size and the economic and 

political complexity of various societies. 

Bands are small, politically autonomous groups of twenty to fifty people with 

an informal headman. They usually consist of a few related extended families 

who reside or move together. Typically, bands are hunter-gatherers or foragers. 

Several such micro-bands usually congregate for a few weeks each year into a 

macro-band of several hundred people for ceremonies, festivities, courting and 

marriage arrangements, and the exchange of goods. Such macro-bands usually 

speak a distinct dialect and are sometimes referred to as dialect tribes. The 

classic examples of societies with band organization are the Eskimo of the 

central Arctic, the Paiutes of the American Great Basin, and the Aborigines of 

central Australia. 

The term tribe covers a multitude of social and political organizations. Tribes 

generally incorporate a few thousand people into a single social organization via 

pan-tribal associations. These associations are usually kin groups that trace 

descent to a common hypothetical or mythological ancestor. But nonkin associa¬ 

tions, such as age-grades (groups of young men who were initiated together) and 

sodalities (voluntary nonkin associations such as dance societies, dubs, etc.), can 

also integrate a tribe. Tribes are collections of such associations or kin groups 

that unite for war. While tribal leaders may be called big men or chiefs, they are 

not formal full-time political officials, and they usually exerdse influence rather 

than what we would call power. In most cases, there is no central political 

organization except informal councils of “elders” or local chiefs. Foraging, 

pastoral, and agricultural economies are all found among tribes. Tribes are so 

various in their features that it is difficult to list classic cases, but the Indian 

tribes of the Plains, the southwestern Pueblos, and the Masai of East Africa are 

familiar examples. 

Chiefdo ms are organizations that unite many thousands or tens of thousands 

of people under formal, full-time political leadership. The populace of a chief- 

dom is usually divided into hereditary ranks or incipient social dasses, often 

consisting of no more than a small chiefly or noble class and a large body of 
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commoners. Both the means of production and economic surpluses are concen¬ 

trated under the control of the chief, who redistributes them. A central political 

structure integrates many local communities. This central body may consist of a 

council of chiefs, but in most cases a single head chief controls a hierarchy of 

lesser chiefs. Accession to chiefship is hereditary, permanent, and justified on 

religious or magical grounds. But a chief, unlike a king, does not have the power 

to coerce people into obedience physically; instead, he must rely on magical and 

economic powers to enforce his dictates. Some typical examples, ranging from 

weak to strong chiefdoms, include some Pacific Northwest Coast tribes, many 

Polynesian societies, early medieval Scottish dans, and some traditional petty 

kingdoms in central Africa. 

States are also political organizations that incorporate many tens or hundreds 

of thousands of people from numerous communities into a single territorial unit. 

They have a central government empowered to collect taxes, draft labor for 

public works or war, decree laws, and physically enforce those laws. Essentially, 

states are class-stratitied political units that maintain a ‘‘monopoly of deadly 

force”—a monopoly institutionalized as permanent police and military forces. 

Civilized states are simply those with dties and some form of record keeping 

(usually writing). Since few people in the world today are not dtizens of some 

state, examples are unnecessary. 

The term primitive, when used in its usual sense in anthropology, merely 

refers to a technological condition—that of using preindustrial or preliterate 

technology. In sodal terms, primitive refers to societies that are not urban or 

literate. Precisely such societies are the traditional subject matter of anthro¬ 

pology. But because the word has negative connotations in everyday speech, 

primitive has fallen out of favor. It has been erratically replaced by a number of 

inelegant neologisms such as preliterate or nonliteratef prestate or nonstate, prein¬ 

dustrial and small-scale. The term tribal societies usually encompasses bands, 

tribes, and weak chiefdoms but excludes strong chiefdoms and states. In the 

broadest sense, all these terms refer to societies that are simpler in technology 

and some aspects of soda! organization—and usually smaller in size—than 

societies that have produced historical records. Primarily for stylistic variety, ah 

these terms are used interchangeably here. 

IS WARFARE UNIVERSAL? 

According to the most extreme views, war is an inherent feature of human 

existence, a constant curse of ah social life, or (in the guise of real war) a 

perversion of human sociability created by the centralized political structures of 

states and civilizations. In fact, cross-cultural research on warfare has estab- 
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Ushed that although some societies that did noc engage in war or did so ex- 

eme y rare y, the overwhelming majority of known societies (90 to 95 percent! 
/ have been involved in this activity, F ; 

i ^dependent cross-cultural surveys of representative samples of recent 

1 8nd|ftate socieaes from ^o^d the world have tabulated data on armed 

, f Ctl f gn?ng ,very ^^^tent results. In one sample of fifty societies, only 
ve were found to have engaged "infrequently or never” in any type of offensive 

or defensive warfare.1 Four of these groups had recently been driven by warfare ' 

mto isolated refiiges, and this isolation protected them from fimher conflict 

buch groups might more accurately be classified as defeated refugees than as ') 

| Pa<ff: °nC Callforma Indjan cribe, the Monachi of the Sierra Nevada, appar- 

| , y did occaSJOnal|y go to war, but only very rarely. The results of this particu- 

br survey indicate that 90 percent of the cultures in the sample unequivocally 

engaged m warfare and that the remaining 10 percent were not total strangers to 
violent conflict. 6 

In another larger cross-cultural study of politics and conflict, twelve of a 

sample of ninety societies (13 percent) were found to engage in warfare “rarely 

or never. Six of these twelve were tribal or ethnic minorities that had long 

j been subject to the peaceful administration of modem nation-states—for exam- 

pk, the Gonds of India and the Lapps of Scandinavia. Three were agricultural 

| tn es ving in geographically isolated circumstances, such as the Tikopia is- 

1 °3 -rKlyT^ (:h° Were —ated refugees) 111(1 Cayapa~tnEe of 
Ecuador. The final three were nomadic hunter-gatherers of the equatorial 

jungJes and arctic tundra: theMbuti Pygmies of Zaire, the Semang of Malaysia 

and the Copper Eskimo of arctic Canada. Most of these peaceful societies were 

recently defeated refugees living in isolation, lived under a “king's peace” 

enforced by a modem state, or both. The real exceptions, representing only 5 / 

percent of the sample, were some small bands of nomadic hunter-gatherers and 
a Jew isolated horticultural tribes. 

In a study of western North American Indian tribes and bands, again only 13 

I Per“m °, 157 ^°UPS surveyed were recorded as “never or rarely” raiding 
or haying been raided—meaning, in this case, more than once a year A Of these 

21 relatively peaceable groups, 14 gave other evidence of haring conducted or 

resiste occasional raids, presumably only once every few years. This leaves only 

| truly peaceful socieaes (4.5 percent of the sample) that apparently did not 

participate in any type of warfare or raiding. All these were very small nomadic 

bands residing in the driest, most isolated regions of the Columbia Plateau and 

| e reat asm. Again, we find the most peaceful groups Jiving in areas with1 

extremely low population densities, isolated by distance and hard countiy from 
Other groups. J 

Even highly nomadic, geographically isolated hunter-gatherers with low^ 

The Prevalence and Importance of War 29 

population densities are not universally peaceable. For example, many Austra¬ 

lian. Aboriginal foragers, including those living in deserts, were inveterate 

raiders.6 The seeming peacefulness of such small hunter-gatherer groups may 

therefore be more a consequence of the tiny size of their social units and the 

large scale implied by our normal definition of warfare than of any real pacifism I 

on their part Under circumstances where the sovereign social and political unit 

is a nuclear or slightly extended family band of from four to twenty-five people, 

even with a sex ratio unbalanced in favor of males, no more than a handful of 

adult males (the only potential ‘Svarriors”) are available. When such a small 

group of men commits violence against another band or family, even if faced in 

open combat by all the men of the other group, this activity is not called war but 

is usually referred to as feuding, vendetta, or just murder. 

Thus many small-band societies that are regarded by ethnologists as not 

engaging in warfare instead evidence very high homicide rates.7 For example, 

the Kung San (or Bushmen) of the Kalahari Desert are viewed as a very 

peaceful society; indeed, one popular ethnography on them was titled The 

Harmless People. However, their homicide rate from 1920 to 1955 was four 

times that of the United States and twenty to eighty times that of major indus¬ 

trial nations during the 1950s and 1960s. Before local establishment of the 

Bechuanaland/Botswana police, the Kung also conducted small-scale raids and 

prolonged feuds between bands and against Tswana herders intruding from the 

east. The Copper Eskimo, who appear as a peaceful society in the cross-cultural 

surveys just discussed, also experienced a high level of feuding and homicide 

before the Royal Canadian Mounted Police suppressed it Moreover, in one 

Copper Eskimo camp of fifteen families first contacted early in this century, 

every adult male iiad been involved in a homicide. Other Eskimo of the high 

arctic who were organized into small bands also fit this pattern. Based on figures 

from different sources, the murder rate for the Netsilik Eskimo; even after the 

Mouniies had suppressed imerhand feuding^ exceeds that of the United States by 

four times and that of modem European states by some fifteen to forty times. At 

the other end of the New World, the isolated Yaghan "canoe nomads” of Tierra 

del Fuego, whose only sovereign political unit was the "biological family,” had a 

murder rate in the late nineteenth century "10 times as high as that of the 

United States.”* Thus armed conflict between social units does not necessarily 

disappear at the lowest levels of social integration; often it is just termi- 

no logically disguised as feuding or homicide. 

Both Richard Lee and Marvin Harris, defending the pacifiscic nature of 

Kung and other simple societies compared with our own, decry the "semantic 

deception” that disguises the "true” homicide rates of modem states by ignor¬ 

ing the murders inflicted during wars.9 Let us undertake such a comparison for 

one simple society, the Gebusi of New Guinea. Calculations show that the 
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United States military would have had to kill nearly the whole population of 

South Vietnam during its nine-year involvement there, in addition to its internal 

homicide rate, to equal the homicide rate of the Gebusi.10 As their ethnogra¬ 

pher Bruce Knauft notes, “Only the most extreme instances of modem mass 

slaughter would equal or surpass the Gebusi homicide rate over a period of 

several decades,”11 There is, then, an equal semantic deception involved in 

manufacturing peaceful societies out of violent ones by refusing to characterize 

as war their only possible form of imergroup violence, merely because of the 

small size of the contending social units. 

If many of the “peaceful” hunter-gatherer bands did in reality engage in 

armed conflict, were any of them genuine pacifists? Perhaps the most striking 

case of peaceful hunters involves the Polar Eskimo of northwestern Green¬ 

land.12 In the early nineteenth century, they consisted of a small band of some 

200 people whose circumstances seemed ideally suited to a postapocalyptic 

science-fiction plot or perhaps a heartless social science experiment Their icy 

isolation had been so complete for so long that they were unaware that any other 

people existed in the world until they were contacted in 1819 by a European 

explorer. This tiny society, whose members eked a precarious livelihood from a 

frozen desert, not surprisingly avoided all feuds and armed conflicts, although 

murder was not unknown,13 When other Eskimo from Canada and south¬ 

western Greenland reached them after hearing of their existence from Euro¬ 

peans, relations with these strangers and with the Europeans they encountered 

were always quite amicable. The Polar Eskimo thus provide a counterexample 

to the recent theory that contact with Western civilization and its material goods 

inevitably turns peaceful tribesmen into Hobbesian berserkers. 

There are a few other examples of peaceful hunter-gatherers,14 The Mbuti 

Pygmies and Semang of the tropical forests of central Africa and Malaysia seem 

to have completely eschewed any form of violent conflict and can legitimately be 

regarded as parifistic. However, the Pygmy foragers were in fact politically 

subordinate to and economically dependent on the farmers who surrounded 

them (Chapter 9). Although they frequently engaged in nonlethal violence in¬ 

volving weapons, the last small “wild” band of Aborigines in the western Aus¬ 

tralian desert, the Mardudjara, never (at least while ethnographers were pre¬ 

sent) permitted such fighting to escalate into killing. Although they possessed 

shields and specialized fighting weapons, the Mardudjara had no words in their 

language for feuds or warfare. The Great Basin Shoshone and Paiute bands 

mentioned earlier apparently never attacked others and were themselves at¬ 

tacked only very rarely; most just fled rather than crying to defend themselves. 

But these few peaceful groups are exceptional. The cross-cultural samples 

indicate that the vast majority of other hunter-gatherer groups did engage in 
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warfare and that there is nothing inherently peaceful about hun ting-gathering or 

band society.15 

Parifistic societies also occur (if uncommonly) at every level of social and 

economic complexity. Truly peaceful agriculturalists appear to be somewhat 

less common than pacifistic hunter-gatherers. In the cross-culrural samples 

discussed earlier, almost all the peaceful agricultural groups could be charac- ! 

terized as defeated refugees, ethnic minorities long administered by states, or f 

tribes previously pacified by the police or by paramilitary organs of colonial or 

national states.16 Low-density, nomadic hunter-gatherers, with their few (and 

portable) possessions, large territories, and few fixed resources or constructed 

facilities, had the option of fleeing conflict and raiding parties. At best, the only 

thing they would lose by such flight was their composure. But with their small J 

territories, relatively numerous possessions, immobile and labor-expensive j 

houses, food stores, and fields, sedentary fanners or hunter-gatherers who 

attempted to flee trouble could lose everything and thereupon risk starvation. i 

Farmers and sedentary hunter-gatherers had little alternative but to meet force 

with force or, after injury, to discourage further depredations by taking revenge. 

Groups that depended on very localized, essential resources—such as desert 

springs, patches of fertile soil, good pastures, or fishing stations—had to defend 

these or face severe privation. Even nomadic pastoralists in extensive grasslands 

had to defend their herds, wherever they might be. For obvious reasons, then, 

agriculturalists, pastoralists, and less nomadic foragers have seldom been en¬ 

tirely peaceful. But such pacifistic farmers have occasionally appeared. 

The best-known peaceful agriculturalists are the Sexnai of Malaysia, who 

strictly tabooed any form of violence (although their homicide rate was nu¬ 

merically significant).17 Their reaction to any use of force involved “passivity or 

flight.” Interestingly, they were recruited as counterinsurgency scout troops by 

the British during the Communist insurgency in Malaya in the 1950s. The i 

Semai recruits were profoundly shocked to discover that as soldiers they were , 

expected to kill other men. But after the guerrillas killed some of their kinsmen, 

they became very enthusiastic warriors. One Semai veteran recalled, “We killed, 

killed, killed. The Malays would stop and go through people’s pockets and cake 

their watches and money. We did not think of watches or money. We thought 

only of killing. Wah, truly we were drunk with blood.” However, when the 

Semai scouts were demobilized and returned to their villages, they quietly 

resumed their nonviolent life-style. The low density of population, shifting J 

settlement, and abundances of unused land probably allowed the Sexnai, unlike 

many other fanners, the option of flight from violent threats.18 But their strong 

moral distaste for violence was undoubtedly important in maintaining their 

/ peacefulness. 

V. ! 
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by more dominant societies” and that warfare was no more frequent “in com¬ 

plex societies than in simple band or tribal societies.” In the sample of U.S. 

western Indian tribes, which consisted wholly of nonstate societies, 86 percent 

were raiding or resisting raids undertaken more than once each year. And such 

high frequencies of fighting were not peculiar to North America.20 For example, 

during a five-and-a-half-month period, the Du gum Dani tribesmen of New 

Guinea were observed to participate in seven full battles and nine raids. One 

Yanomamo village in South America was raided twenty-five times over a fifteen- 

month period. These independent surveys show that the great majority of non- ^ J 

stare societies were at war at least once every few years and many times each 

generation. Obviously, frequent, even continuous, warfare is as characteristic of f 
triba] societies as of states. 

The high frequencies of prestate warfare contrast with those of even the most 

aggressive ancient and modem civilized states. The early Roman Republic 

(510-121 b.c.) initiated a war or was attacked only about once every twenty 

years. During the late Republic and early Empire (118 b.C-a.d. 211), wars 

started about once every six or seven years, most being civil wars and provincial 

revolts.21 Only a few of these later Roman wars involved any general mobiliza¬ 

tion of resources, and all were fought by the stated small (relative to the size of 

the population), long-service, professional forces supported by normal taxation, 

localized food levies, and plunder. In other words, most inhabitants of the 

Roman Empire were rarely directly involved in warfare and most experienced 

the Pax Romana unmolested over many generations. 

Historic data on the period from 1800 to 1945 suggest that the average 

modem nation-state goes to war approximately once in a generation.22 Taking 

into account the duration of these wars, the average modem nation-state was at 

war only about one year in every five during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Even the most bellicose, such as Great Britain, Spain, and Russia, 

were never at war every year or continuously (although nineteenth-century 

Britain comes close). Compare these with the 6gures from the ethnographic 

samples of nonstate societies discussed earlier: 65 percent at war continuously; 

77 percent at war once every five years and 55 percent at war every year; 87 

percent fighting more than once a year; 75 percent at war once every two years. 

The primitive world was certainly not more peaceful than the modem one. The 

only reasonable conclusion is that wars are actually more frequent in nonstate 

societies than they are in state societies—especially modem nations. 

MOBILIZATION 

The informal and voluntary mobilization for war supposedly characteristic of 

tribal societies is often cited as evidence of the lack of importance and effective- 



34 
35 
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ness of primitive versus civiiked war. The idea is that if war really represented 

an important activity, instead of just a sport or dangerous pastime, these primi¬ 

tive societies would muster all of their strength. 

Figure 2.1 shows some selected information on the size of war parties or 

armies in relation to the male populations of the social units from which they 

were drawn. While in most nonstate societies every male over the age of thirteen 

or fourteen is a potential warrior, not all of them participate in any particular 

war, batde, or raid. In general, tribal military formations are “all-volunteer” and 

usually muster proportions of their potential manpower similar to those 

achieved in die volunteer armed forces of states. Although modem conscript 

armies during active warfare generally represent a high percentage of the male 

population, on many occasions nonstate societies mobilize a higher proportion 

of their manpower. In World War II, neither the Soviet Union nor the United 

States, despite the tremendous power of coercion enjoyed by modem states, 

managed during the whole war to mobilize any greater proportion of its man¬ 

power than have some tribes and chiefdoms. 

The reasons why mobilization cannot be complete are essentially the same for 

any society. Many males are too young, too old, too ill, or temperamentally 

unsuited to endure the stresses of combat. Because the sexual division of labor 

m most societies trains men and women to be proficient in different tasks, a 
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lermany World War N 
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Figure 2.1 Percentages 0r male populations mobilized for combat by various tribes, 
ancjcni stares, and modem nations (see Appendix, Table 2.1). 
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society's economy may not be sustained if it is denuded of men to hunt, tend 

stock, clear gardens, or do whatever other essential work lies on the male side of 

the division. Although women may be able to take over some of these tasks, 

training and developing skDl at them take time. It may be veiy unwise to focus all 

of a group's manpower at one point on a border or beyond it, leaving women, 

children, and property vulnerable to attack from another quarter. 

Women have very rarely engaged in combat, but have often played auxiliary 

roles in mobilization and logistics.23 Before hostilities commenced, they might 

shame cowards, taunt the hesitant, and participate in dances of incitement 

Among some groups, women have accompanied war parties to carry weapons 

and food. During combat, they might serve as a cheering section, supply first 

aid, or collect spent enemy missiles to resupply their own warriors. In some 

cases, either by choice or by necessity (such as when the enemy breached their 

fortifications), some women might actually fight. For example, female warriors 

were apparently not unusual in northern South America. In general, though, 

women's role has been to maintain the home front, tend gardens and stock, and 

nurse the wounded. While war may be everyone’s business, it has usually been 

men's work. 

In civilized war, ancient and modem, tremendous manpower (and woman - 

power) is required just to equip and supply military formations. The higher 

‘‘warrior" proportions of modem wartime states in Figure 2.1 disguise the fact 

that only a fraction of the men mobilized actually engaged in combat24 In 

Napoleon's armies, at any given time, only about 58 to 77 percent of his soldiers 

were “effectives." The rest were convaJescing, in training, garrison troops, or 

members of support units. During World War II, only about 40 percent of 

American servicemen served in combat units. The others were involved in 

administration, logistical support, and training; and an even smaller percentage 

carried a rifle, sailed on a warship, or flew in a warplane. The “tooth to tail" ratio 

between combat and support troops was 1:14 for the U.S. Army in Vietnam and 

is now about 1:11. This diminution in the proportion of actual combatants in 

armies means that no modem state army cati or does engage all of its mobilized 

manpower. These proportions reflect the huge geographic scale of modem 

military operations and the heavy, complex technology involved. Of course, 

every person mobilized is lost to the home economy and peaceful pursuits, but 

the fact remains that very few of them actually engage in combat. By contrast, in 

ancient armies and primitive war parties, almost every participant was an effec¬ 

tive. If mobilization figures are modified to reflect the higher proportion of 

noncombatants in modem armed forces, the mobilization for combat of tribal 

societies would compare even more favorably with those of modem states. This 

finding also implies that males in nonstate societies are far more likely to face 

combat than is the average male citizen of a modem nation. By the measure 
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of manpower mobilization, then, war is no less important to tribes than to na- 

PREHISTORIC WARFARE 

With regard to prehistory, nothing comparable to the surveys of historical and 

years of human prehistory for evidence of violence and armed conflict face 

several daunting difficulties. Tbe fim ia iha, „ regions of ™ “ 

wL^Tn P be"S E“™1* <«■**% e west), the Near East, and parts of the United States. The most unequivocal 

rjlni TtfTu C0I1SiStS °f huBnan Sk£let0nS ^ weaP°n ttaunw 

evS hinT^ K T °/St°nePr0|'eCtilePOin,S) and forfficarions. How- 

Z7' *7 l ^ Clr dCad f°r 0nJy 1,16 pasr 150>000 W or so- 

fr/r a te remimS ^ have been f0Und were ofto disturbed and 
fragmented by scavengers and natural forces. Even during the past 150,000 

years, many prehistory peoples disposed of their dead in ways-for example 

cremanon and exposur^-that left no remains for anthropologists to study. Onh) 

for whom ^use °f«»*- baJ^ 
Skdeto i SU7'Ve embedded ^ 0r cl0SeJy associated with human 
skeletons) was commonplace-is it easy to distinguish accidental traumas from 

4nnnn y T*' The 056 °fthese WeaPons occ^ed only during the 
past 0,000 years, and in many regions perishable wooden and bamboo spears 
and projectiles continued to be used until modem times. Until humans began 

hvmg in permanent Ullages, fortifications would have not repaid the labor fe- 

quired to construct them (Chapter 3). But humans seem to hL become suffi¬ 

ciently sedentary only during the past 14,000 years, and permanent villages are 

common m most regions only after the adoption of farming (8000 b.c. at the 

earhest. Thus lt is possible to document prehistoric warfare reliably only within 

I000 “ i°’T ta • »rd* Jd. ITU 
1ie ‘rch“o'ogi“j ™d““ * ■«*“- 

Some authot, h.v« darned flu, the evidence of homicide is as old as 

hum.rn.y-™ „ least as old as the genus Horn, (that is. over I million years) as 

fir ° mUmM f“™d skeletons have been proved bv 
subsepnen, mveso^non to have had nonhomiddal canse, nr cannot be distin¬ 

guished from accidental traumas of a similar ehamcier.M For instance the 

LTlmco *°UT” f“™“ °n “me S°Uth Afri“” A““lPithicine skulls 
camed thesef U “ Cr“"d b>' '“pard canines as the predator 
earned these luckless ancestors of oum, gripping their heads in it, teeth. As 

nnother example, Neanderduds seem m have been especially accidem prone 
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compared with the modem humans who followed them. Neanderthals' bones 

evidence many injuries and breakages (one study determined that 40 percent of 

them had suffered head injuries). Which, if any, of these injuries were caused by 

human violence cannot be determined. Since the heavy musculature and robust 

bones of Neanderthals imply that their way of life was much more strenuous and 

physically demanding than that of more recent humans, it seems probable that 

most of the traumas in question were accidental. Why they so often tfforgot to 

duck’* remains a mystery, however. 

Whenever modem humans appear on the scene, definitive evidence of homi¬ 

cidal violence becomes more common, given a sufficient sample of burials.27 

Several of the rare burials of earliest modem humans in central and western 

Europe, dating from 34,000 to 24,000 years ago, show evidence of violent death. 

At Grimaldi in Italy, a projectile point was embedded in the spinal column of 

a child's skeleton dating to the Aurignacian (the culture of the earliest mod¬ 

em humans in Europe, ca. 36,000 to 27,000 years ago). One Aurignacian 

skull from southern France may have been scalped; it has cut-marks on its 

frontal (forehead). Evidence from the celebrated Upper Palaeolithic ceme¬ 

teries of Czechoslovakia, dating berween 35,000 and 24,000 years ago, im¬ 

plies—either by direct evidence of weapons traumas, especially cranial frac¬ 

tures on adult males, or by the improbability of alternative explanations for 

mass burials of men, women, and children—that violent conflicts and deaths 

were common. In the Nile Valley of Egypt, the earliest evidence of death by 

homicide is a male buriaL, dated to about 20,000 years ago, with stone pro¬ 

jectile points in the skeleton's abdominal region and another point embed¬ 

ded in its upper arm (a wound that had partially healed before his death). 

The one earlier human skeleton found in Egypt bears no evidence of violence, 

but the next more recent human remains there are rife with evidence of homi¬ 

cide. 

The human skeletons found in a Late Palaeolithic cemetery at Gebel Sahaba 

in Egyptian Nubia, dating about 12,000 to 14,000 years ago, show that warfare 

there was very common and particularly brutal.28 Over 40 percent of the fifty - 

nine men, women, and children buried in this cemetery had stone projectile 

points intimately associated with or embedded in their skeletons. Several adults 

had multiple wounds (as many as twenty), and the wounds found on children 

were all in the head or neck—that is, execution shots. The excavator, Fred 

Wendorf, estimates that more than half the people buried there had died vio- 

lendy. He also notes that homicidal violence at Gebel Sahaba was notaonce-in- 

a-lifetime event, since many of the adults showed healed p.arry fractures of their 

forearm bones—a common trauma on victims of violence—and because the 

cemetery had obviously been used over several generations. The Gebel Sahaba 

buriajs offer graphic testimony that prehistoric hunter-gatherers could be as 
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ruthlessly violent as any of their more recent counterparts and that prehistoric 

warfare continued for long periods of time. 

In western Europe (and more poorly known North Africa), ample evidence of 

violent death has been found among the remains of the final hunter-gatherers of 

the Mesolithic period (ca- 10,000 to 5,000 years ago).29 One of the most grue¬ 

some instances is provided by Ofnet Cave in Germany, where two caches of 

“trophy0 skulls were found, arranged “like eggs in a basket,” comprising the 

disembodied heads of thirty-four men, women, and children, most with multi¬ 

ple holes knocked through their skulls by stone axes. Indeed, some archaeolo¬ 

gists, impressed by the abundant evidence of homicide in the European Meso¬ 

lithic, date the beginnings of “real” war to this period. 

Indications of conflict, as reflected by violent death and the earliest fortifica¬ 

tions, become especially pervasive in western Europe during the ensuing Neo¬ 

lithic period (the era of the first farmers, ca. 7,000 to 4,000 years ago, depending 

on the region).20 Some archaeologists have argued that real warfare begins only 

when hunters become farmers. This mistaken point of view does have some 

especially grim support in the remains of Neolithic mass killings at Talheim in 

Germany (ca. 5000 B,c.) and Roaix in southeastern France (ca, 2000 B*c.). At 

Talheim, the bodies of eighteen adults and sixteen children had been thrown 

into a large pit; the intact skulls show that the victims had been killed by blows 

from at least six different axes.31 More than 100 persons of all ages and both 

sexes, often with arrowpoints embedded in their bones, received a hasty and 

simultaneous burial at Roaix. The villages of the first farmers in many regions of 

western Europe were fortified with ditches and palisades. Several of these early 

enclosures in Britain, after being extensively excavated, yielded clear evidence 

of having been attacked, stormed, and burned by bow-wielding enemies. The 

early agricultural tribes and petty chiefdoms of Neolithic Europe were anything 

but peaceful. 

Interestingly, the historically blood-soaked Near East has yielded licde 

evidence of violent conflict during the Early Neolithic.32 Although extensive 

and elaborate fortifications were erected during this period at Jericho, they 

became common in the Near East only in the later Neolithic and in tire Bronze 

Age. 

When we turn to the United States—specifically to those areas that have been 

subject to intensive archaeological scrutiny and where large samples of human 

burials have been excavated, such as the Southwest, California, the Pacific 

Northwest Coast, and the Mississippi drainage—violent deaths are at least in 

evidence and, in some periods, were extremely common.33 Fortifications were 

constructed at various times and in various regions by prehistoric farmers in the 

Mississippi drainage and in the Southwest, as well as by the prehistoric seden¬ 

tary hunter-gatherers of the Northwest Coast.34 As with the best-studied re¬ 
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gions of the prehistoric Old World, the prehistoric New World was also a place 

where the dogs of war were seldom on a leash. 

In each of these regions, the indications are that warfare was relatively rare 

during some periods; nothing suggests, however, that prehistoric nonstate soci¬ 

eties were significantly and universally more peaceful than those described 

ethno grap hie ally. The archaeological evidence indicates instead that homicide 

has been practiced since the appearance of modem humankind and that warfare 

is documented in the archaeological record of the past 10,000 years in every 

well-studied region. In the chapters that follow, it will become clear that ar¬ 

chaeological evidence strongly supports ethnographic accounts concerning the 

conduct, consequences, and causes of prestate warfare. 

There is simply no proof that warfare in small-scale societies was a rarer or 

less serious undertaking than among civilized societies. In general, warfare in 

prestate societies was both frequent and important. If anything, peace was a 

scarcer commodity for members of bands, tribes, and chiefdoms than for the 

average citizen of a civilized state. 



THREE 

Policy by Other Means 

Tactics and Weapons 

From Chapter 2, it is clear that primitive war, like its 

civilized counterpart, engages the efforts of a consider¬ 

able proportion of the populations concerned and is 

even more frequently resorted to than among modern states. 

But if this warfare is conducted in an unserious fashion and 

has little effect on the societies involved, archaeologists and 

historians are justified as regarding it as a minor and periph¬ 

eral activity. 

Perhaps no aspect of prestate societies has been treated 

with more condescension by civilized observers than the way 

such groups have conducted their wars. The methods of 

primitive war have been characterized as undangerous, un- 

serious, stylized, gamelike, and ineffective. These methods 

are seen as mere customs rather than tested techniques for 

obtaining positive results. They supposedly bear only a puer¬ 

ile resemblance to the complex, deadly military science of 

civilized warfare. In such analyses, primitives are described 

as taking special pains in tactics and weaponry to minimize 

casualties and destruction. Primitive warriors are accused of 

41 
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neglecting precisely the means and methods that have proven so brutally effec¬ 

tive in riviiized warfare. Certainly, a smaller, equalitarian society with a simple 

technology and subsistence economy has to conduct warfare differently from a 

modem, highly organized state with a complex technology and surplus 

economy. But as we shall see, such a difference does not necessary mean that 

tribal warfare has been safe and ineffective. 

TACTICS AND LEADERSHIP 

As noted in Chapter 1, Harry Tumey-High made important distinctions be¬ 

tween the tactics used in civilized warfare and those employed in primitive 

warfare. He judged the latter to be equal or superior to its riviiized counterpart 

in its devotion to the offensive, its use of surprise, its scouting and intelligence, 

its utilization of terrain, and its tactical mobility. At the same time, he found four 

main deficiencies: inadequate training, poor unit discipline, and weak battlefield 

leadership; poor logistics, Leading to an inability to sustain campaigns; no strate¬ 

gic planning beyond the first battle; and tactical defects, including poor coor¬ 

dination of fire and movement, no specialized warriors or units, poor concentra¬ 

tion of force, overreliance on a single formation, and weak security and defense. 

He related most of the superior features of civilized warfare to the centralized 

coercive power, surplus-concentrating economies, and large organized popula¬ 

tions of urban states. 

As Brian Ferguson points out, recent cross-cultural research indicates that 

there is no Rubicon dividing the tactics of states from those of nonstates; 

instead, one finds an evolutionaiy continuum.1 Turney-High himself acknowl¬ 

edged coundess exceptions to his dichotomy. Indeed, one cross-cultural survey 

indicates thar die greatest tactical “deficiencies" are observed in the simplest 

societies, whereas some chiefdoms may display none. While Tumey-High’s 

military horizon may have proved illusory, the fact remains that the warfare of 

nonstates differs by various degrees from that conducted by states, especially 

urban ones. These differences may affect the degree of military success or 

failure enjoyed or suffered by a society, and they are closely correlated with 

sociopolitical and economic organization. These essential variable features can 

be roughly categorized as matters of command and control or of logistics, which 

correspond (not coincidentally) to the anthropological headings of social organi¬ 

zation and economy. 

The war parties of most nonstates, compared with civilized armies, have 

lacked unit discipline. The discipline of state military formations is the conse¬ 

quence of unit (as opposed to just individual) training, hierarchical subordina¬ 

tion, and physical compulsion. In some respects, of course, tribal warriors were 

much berter trained for war than are their civilized counterparts. Their prepara¬ 

tion usually spanned their whole childhood instead of the few weeks or months 

that riviiized warriors train before facing combat. From an early age, warriors 

constantly practiced wielding real weapons and dodging missiles, receiving criti¬ 

cism and advice from experienced warriors, and being inured to deprivation and 

pain by means of various ordeals and rites of passage. Yet such training zfocuses 

entirely on the individual, not on the group or on teamwork. It also establishes 

no sense of subordination to leaders or plans, which require group or unit 

training. The drilling in unit tactics and the group training practiced by a few 

chiefdoms on the Pacific Northwest Coast and in Polynesia were a rare feature 

even at this level of social organization.2 To maintain a close formation in 

combat and maneuver effectively requires just the trained discipline that primi¬ 

tive warriors have rarely possessed. 

Many commentators have also noted the weakness in command of primitive 

war parlies. While many groups had battlefield leaders who were men of re¬ 

nown and redoubtable fighters, these individuals usually led from the front by 

example and exhortation. They seldom exercised any central control over 

the behavior of the individuals they led in active combat. “Fight-leaders" among 

the New Guinean Mae Enga ran back and forth between the front line 

and an observation point to the rear—exhorting, encouraging and fighting in 

f~ the formeT and assessing the situation in the latter.3 Although cowards were 

: often shamed, they, like those who Failed to heed the suggestions of their 

leaders, were not physically punished. Any punishment for flight or heedless- 

; ness was administered, if at all, solely by the enemy. Attempts to punish physi- 

j cally a warrior in an egalitarian society would be foolhardy and disruptive, since 

the culprit would have the support of kinsmen in resisting or retaliating for such 

abuse. 

But even though maintenance of lines, adherence to plans, and obeisance to 

leaders seem not to have been habits ingrained by upbringing or special training 

in prestate warriors, this does not mean these behaviors were absent. The 

reputation for courage (and, more important, for success) in combat that primi¬ 

tive war leaders possessed inspired confidence in the efficacy of their advice and 

plans. As a result, these plans were usually followed—but only while they con¬ 

tinued to succeed. In circumstances where chiefs or state rulers wielded the 

power of physical coercion, adherence to plans and commands was compulsory, 

not voluntary. Conversely, where physical coercion and subordination were 

decentralized in the nonmilitary sphere, warriors* obedience and subordination 

were voluntary—but not necessarily absent As Tumey-High noted, only states 

can devote time and resources to training officers and drilling soldiers to obey 

| their orders, and “only men with the patience of civilization will submit to it.”4 It 

is not a mystical patience that makes civilized men easier to reduce to strict 

subordination and military discipline; it is their habituation to hierarchy and 
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bedienec as a result of be mg raised in a state, which by definition is a polity with I 

class stratification and monopolized coercive powere. These social future also ! 

appear, but to a lesser degree, in chiefdoms; hence trained units and practiced ' 

maneuvers occasionally occur among such societies. The weak command sys- 

m Primitive warfare mere,y reflect the prevailing level of social 

Few primitive societies could sustain active combat or continuous maneuver- 

mg oftheir war parties beyond a few days, simply because ammunition and food 

rrJT eXhaUSted- certain W battles lasting for 

ZZ rtT 0f ?n WCekS> bUt ^ beC3USe 1,16 ^ so local that troops 
d retire each evening to their own homes and return replenished the next 

dawn. In instances where fighting became protracted and the crops suffered 

rom neglect, truces might be arranged so that these could be tended Thus in 

one mstance of warfare between Jalemo villages in New Guinea, an informal ' 

ZT A P after.SeVCraJ weeks %hting so that men could take care of 
etr gardens; otherwise, famine would have resulted on both sides When the 

new crops were ready to harvest, the fighting was resumed.* Most nonstate 

loZedl d /0t rr ^ SUrplUS f°°d °r population accessary for pro- 
onged episodes of combat But they nevertheless couid and did maintain a state 

ofwar wjth frequent battles and raids over very long periods, lasting in some 

Zl Z SenT°m- ilth°USh ** episodes combat were briefer, Z 
might be much more frequent than in civilized war. The weak logistics of 

primitive societies affected only their ability to sustain combat and continuous 

maneuvering, not necessarily their capacity to conduct war. 

the filtht°Ut '0giStiC ST°rt Suifident t0 condnuc combat or maneuver beyond 
tire fi^t encounter what need did prestate societies have for strategic (asT 

posed to tactical) planning? Without centralized leadership empowered to en- 

rce compliance with strategic designs and without units trained to execute 

InS , P!a™ne wou,d have been pointless. Most (ribal groups had the 

raSs FWrt, CadersWp °*paaty t0 conceive and execute plans for battles and 

k ’ rUSeS> maneUVerS t0 the flank or rear> and coordinated 
i j CnG, by SeparaCe.parties were commonly planned and executed by war 
leaders and warriors of even the simplest societies.* One Mumgin Aborigine 

group in Australia defeated another by faking a rout by a small party, whichTd 

then- disordered pursuers onto the group’s main body concealed in some woods, 

me actic, employed by the Ogkla Sioux and planned by Chief Red 

mand ’iTTfi^rT ***** US‘ W8 Fcttennan com¬ 
mand m 1866 and was the keystone of one of the few Indian campaigns fa 

TmX °nC *71'** U™£d StateS-’ A C“n ***“ New Guineawas 
to infiltrate a party, before or during a formal battle, and to attack from the flank 

when the enemy was fully engaged to the front Indeed, one of the 
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earliest representations of warfare—between two small parties of Spanish Neo¬ 

lithic archers (Figure 3.1)—depicts a simultaneous center advance and flank 

attack. During the first Indian-colonist war in New England, some allied In¬ 

dians suggested a plan to the colonists for a surprise attack on a hostile village, 

with a blocking force set in ambush; one historian, who served in Vietnam as a 

marine, judged that “in all the years since 1637 no one has really improved on 

this plan.”8 That such plans sometimes went awry can no more be held against 

the planning abilities of primitive leaders than can be those of civilized leaders 

when these were thwarted by weather, incompetence, “the fog ofwar,” or (most 

often) an uncooperative enemy. And just like the soldiers of Grant in 1864 or of 

the German general staff in 1914, when theiT plans were thwarted, tribesmen 

had to resort to opportunism and a strategy of attrition. Tribal warriors or their 

recognized leaders conceived and executed plans to exactly the degree of 

Figure 3.1 Neolithic cave painting of battle between two groups of archers, Morelia 
la Villa, Spain. (Traced from photo in Watkins 1989: 15) 
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elaborateness and sophistication that their social organization cultural proscrip- 

tion of leadership, and economic surplus permitted. In this regard, they were no 

different from civilized soldiers and commanders. 

Other tactical strengths and deficiencies of primitive warfare were deter¬ 

mined by social and economic organization. Concentrating force at a weak point 

in an enemy's or one's own defenses requires coherent subunits to move and 

central leadership (with the power to order movements) to observe such spots. 

As we have seen, many nonstate societies were too few in numbers to subdivide 

war parties and too egalitarian in social organization to accept powerful leaders. 

Moreover, societies without specialization in the economic realm were unlikely 

to develop specialized warriors or units. Again, the point of comparison is social 

and economic, not directly military. 

While most primitive warriors were enthusiastic deliverers of “fire" (com¬ 

monly at the maximum effective range of their weapons), they seldom combined 

it with steady movement in a determined advance or phased retreat. Such 

movements or delayed retreats, which bring warriors into the killing zone of 

enemy weapons, require trained and enforced discipline to overcome the com¬ 

batants1 wholly rational objection to facing such extremes of risk. In fact, when 

civilized units have advanced into this killing zone, commanders have usually 

posted a line of “file closers" at the rear whose purpose has been to kill any man 

who ran back or failed to advance as ordered. The movements that did occur in 

prestate battles usually involved the back-and-forth skirmishing seen in Dani 

battles, where the distance between battle lines never substantially closed (Plate 

1). Hand-to-hand fighting between groups, rather than between scattered indi¬ 

viduals or “champions," seldom took place in band and village societies; it was 

more common in chiefdoms. Many primitive combats were just firelights unless 

one side “broke." Only then would clubs, axes, and lances be used to dispatch 

any enemies caught. 

Some scholars (most notably Turney-High) have claimed that prestate tactics 

overrelied on surprise because poor security was supposedly a characteristic of 

primitive warfare. Security entails alert watches, especially in the hours just 

before dawn; and these, in turn, require disciplined guards who fear punish¬ 

ment Cor dereliction. Even the most disciplined civilized armies must severely 

punish the common crime of sleeping on guard duty. At the same time, the small 

scale of raiding parties, the most frequent threat in primitive warfare, made 

security very difficult to achieve. Small groups of men, moving at night, would 

be difficult for anyone, warrior or soldier, to detect before they committed 

violence. (As a matter of fact, animals, having more acute senses, less love of 

sleep, and an instinctive appreciation for the risks of life, are far superior to 

civilized or primitive humans at security—hence watchdogs and the famous 

Capitoline geese.) The Dani of New Guinea erected watchtowers that they kept 

manned with small groups of ready warriors; but even this system could not 

prevent small raids from succeeding. At best, a group could hope to deter such 

raids by ensuring rhar, once the raiders had exposed themselves, they did not 

escape. Since scholars usually give prestate warriors high marks for scouting 

and intelligence, it seems contradictory to suggest that they were easy to sur¬ 

prise. Conversely, if poor security was a frequent feature of tribal warfare, then 

surprise attacks should be very effective; and if they were so effective, then in 

what sense could tribesmen be criticized for overrelying on them? 

Tumey-HighJs accusation that primitive warriors used “improper" forma¬ 

tions or only the simple line, sometimes bent into the "surround," is rather 

mysterious to anyone familiar with the battle maps of military history, which 

almost invariably consist of two lines of rectangular unit symbols facing each 

other. For example, the Mae Enga used a very reasonable formation that put 

shield-bearing spearman forward, with unshielded archers firing between and 

over them.9 Nevertheless, Turney-High asserts that use of correct formations is 

the key feature, the acid test, that distinguishes real civilized war from primitive 

war.10 However, when he has an opportunity to elaborate on tribal warriors' 

failure to observe this principle, he gives no examples, claiming instead that it is 

hard to generalize and that the “correcr formation must be determined for each 

engagement."11 Consequently, it remains impossible to understand what for¬ 

mations uncivilized warriors should have been using or what is so improper 

about the ones they did use. 

All the supposed tactical deficiencies of prestate warfare have been a direct 

consequence of the weaker authority of leaders, more egalitarian social struc¬ 

ture and values, lower level of surplus production, and smaller populations of 

nonstate societies. Hence the gradualistic differences one finds in the conduct 

of warfare as preserved in ethnographic and historical records are not traits 

reflecting the sophistication of military knowledge or technique but features 

almost exactly mirroring social organization, economic efficiency, population 

si2e, and the cultural values correlated with them. To argue that the warriors or 

war making of a village society is ill-disciplined, weakly led, constrained by 

inadequate logistics, “unprofessional," disorganized, and so on is to state a 

tautology: these terms describe not how they make war but how they live. There 

is as much simple truth as hyperbole in Tumey-High's declaration: “Warfare is 

social organization." 

Many students of warfare share a delusion that war is an independent realm 

of selection. Their idea is that the raw competition involved in warfare selects 

for weapons and techniques that increase the probability of military success. 

These more efficient arms and methods then spread by diffusion and trade or by 

k 
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the propagation of the societies that master them at the expense of those that do 

not. But one cross-cultural survey found a higher correlation between military 

sophistication (a compound qf feacures judged more efficient) and political 

system than between military sophistication and military success.12 If competi¬ 

tive selection is the moving force behind military sophistication, then societies 

that are successful (that is, are expanding their territory) and that go to war most 

frequently (that is, are experiencing the most intense competition) should be the 

most militarily sophisticated, independent of their political and economic sys¬ 

tems. But this is not the case. A reanalysis of the same data indicates that 

political and economic organization, in combination, are excellent predictors of 

military sophistication, whereas the frequency of war and military success are 

very poor predictors of icA* Statistically, these data imply that socioeconomy is 

three nines more important than competitive selection in determining military 

techniques. The poor correlation of military success and war frequency with 

military sophistication also implies that perhaps the most sophisticated (read 

civilized’) tactics and techniques are not necessarily advantageous in every 

setting. These results-alone hardly provide sufficient grounds on which to de¬ 

cide such a large and complex question so it will be considered further later on 
(especially Chapters 5 and 6). 

In any case, in the widest view of warfare, competitive selection seems to play 

a relatively minor role in creating the differences observed between various 

societies’ methods of making war. Instead, a society’s demography, economy 

and social system provide the means for and impose limits on military technique! 

For example, the Plains tribes did not develop armies equal in size, training, and 

discipline to those of their nation-state foes; did not centralize leadership; and 

did not conduct prolonged campaigns or ruthlessly press their advantages after 

victories. These failures were not the result of their being dim-witted or heed¬ 

less of the stakes involved, but of their having neither the economic nor the 
social means to do otherwise. 

STRATEGIES 

If nonstates could be said to have implemented strategies in war, they were of 

the artrirional and total-war varieties. Attrition was achieved by frequent low- 

casualty battles and raids, occasionally by surprise massacres. Total-war strate- 1 

gies were manifested in the plunder of wealth and food; destruction of houses, I 

fields, and other means of production; and killing or capture of women and | 

children. All these were common features of primitive warfare. Since in most 

cases such strategies were customary and unspoken, they must be inferred from 

the conduct and effects of warfare. Therefore, evidence for them is discussed in 
later chapters. 

WEAPONRY 

Students of military weapons usually divide them into rwo classes: fire (or 

missile) and shock. Fire weapons injure with projectiles—such as arrows, 

javelins, darts, stones, or pellets—and they are effective at some distance. Shock 

weapons—for example, lances, clubs, axes, and swords—require contact be¬ 

tween warriors and injure by blows or cuts. A very rare third category of 

weapons might loosely be called chemical These involve noxious or heated 

substances that injure by direct poisoning or burning. The potency of weapons 

is usually evaluated in terms of their range, accuracy, rate of fire, and striking 

power; but psychological and social considerations may be much more impor¬ 

tant in determining their military effectiveness. 

No primitive or ancient fire weapon can surpass the accuracy and striking 

power of shock weapons.14 The accuracy of shock weapons is the result of 

trigonometry and guidance. Most of us experience little difficulty in squarely 

striking the head of a finishingnail even with a tack hammer, but replicating this 

feat with a rifle bullet fired from just a few yards away is extraordinarily difficult 

Tiny differences in the firing angles of missiles rapidly compound with distance 

into large variations in the impact point The heavier weight of shock weapons 

means greater inertia, which contributes to accuracy since they are not subject to 

diversion by wind; and they impart a greater force at impact than that generated 

by necessarily lighter missiles. Once a missile is released, it is unguided, 

whereas a shock weapon’s path can be adjusted to track the target. A single blow 

from such weapons can severely wound or kill outright an unarmored opponent. 

It is no surprise, then, to read of skulls being crushed, brains dashed out, limbs 

fractured or severed, and torsos pierced through by such weapons. For example, 

an Aztec warrior could decapitate a Spanish horse with a single blow of his 

obsidian-edged sword-club.15 Although primitive projectiles may be “im¬ 

proved” with poison or otheT features that Increase the likelihood of wound 

infection and severity (see discussion following), shock weapons are usually 

sufficiently lethal that any improvement is superfluous. The potential “rate of 

fire” of shock weapons is also very rapid, limited only by the weight of the 

weapon, the reflex speed, and muscular endurance of their wielder. 

On the negative side, the maximum range of shock arms is seldom greater 

than a couple of meters. Long lances or pikes can double this reach, but only at 

the expense of accuracy, mobility, and impact. Moreover, these very short 

ranges create severe psychological and social difficulties that render shock 

weapons the weapon of choice among only the more severely disciplined armies 

of high chiefdoms and states. These weapons are very dangerous to an oppo¬ 

nent, but they put their wielder at great risk. To employ them against a compa- 

. rably armed opponent, a warrior must close to a distance where both parties are 
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in maximum danger of being killed or terribly wounded. And more important, to 

reach this closure the warrior must pass through the killing zone of the enemy's 

fire weapons, with each step forward increasing their accuracy and their impact 

force. It is no accident that the use of body armor is highly correlated with the 

use of shock weapons, since the former can dramatically decrease the risks of 

injury from missiles and can ameliorate those from close combat.16 Many 

groups equipped themselves with shock weapons but employed them only to 

dispatch fleeing or captured foes after these had been routed. Only units disci¬ 

plined by training and fear of punishment could be expected to traverse the 

missile zone and close for shock action with an unbroken enemy. 

Shock weapons are more likely than missile weapons to be specialized for 

war. For example, maces and clubs find little or no use in everyday fife. 

Similarly, employing a thrusting spear or lance in hunting requires too close an 

approach to wary prey to be useful, except against large aggressive animals (such 

as jaguars, lions, boars, bears, and men) inclined to attack rather than flee. 

Daggers, unlike knives, seldom have any function but violence against other 

humans. Thus tomahawks, maces, lances, daggers, and swords are excellent 

weapons of war but often have no other purpose. 

Of course, axes have prosaic nonviolent as well as military functions. But just 

because axes are used for woodworking does not mean that this is always their 

primary or most important function. Until local laws prohibited the practice, 

Mae Enga men in highland New Guinea always carried arv ax tucked in their 

belts and felt “naked” without them.n This habit was not the result of their 

being subject to sudden impulses to clear forest or work wood, but of their never 

knowing when they might need to fight. The groundstone axes of the Early 

Neolithic (ca. 5000 b.c.) in northwestern Europe are an archaeological parallel. 

Because these pioneer farmers cleared forests to establish their fields and felled 

many trees to make their longhouses, many scholars have assumed that their 

axes were exclusively woodworking tools, Yzt it seems strange that a mere 

carpenters1 tool would be the only grave good buried with men—and only a few 

of the oldest men at that—since this practice implies that male status was based 

on woodworking. Moreover, some of the axes found were made of rather 

course, friable types of stone that would not have held an edge sharp enough for 

woodcutting. The find at Talheim (Chapter 2) of a mass of victims with holes in 

their skulls exactly the shape of Early Neolithic axes and adzes solves these 

mysteries. These implements were male status symbols because, whatever other 

pujposes they may have had, they were weapons. Some of them did not need a 

durable sharp edge because they worked perfectly well for busting heads. It is 

likely that these prehistoric axes—like those of the New Guinea tribesmen— 

were often employed for woodworking and for felling trees, but the only docu¬ 

mented use for them is homicide.1^ 

: 
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Missile or fire weapons, the second weapons category, far outrange hand¬ 

held shock arms, but their accuracy, rate of fire, and striking power are signifi- 

candy poorer.19 Among fire weapons, arrows can kill at maximum distances of 

from 50 to 200 meters depending on their weight, their point type, and the 

power of the bow. The race of fire of bows is potentially high, approximately five 

to ten aimed shots per minute. In addition, compared with smooth-bore mus¬ 

kets, bows are much more accurate. Indeed, experiments and calculations from 

historical data have led two historians to conclude that ancient composite-bow 

archery was twenty times more effective at causing casualties than eighteenth- 

century musketry. However, the low impact force of arrows (the result of their 

small mass) meant that body armor and shields provided sufficient defense 

except at very close distances. 

The atl-ati, or spear-thrower, can deliver a javelin or dart (a fletched jave¬ 

lin) with a higher impact force but over a shorter range than an arrow. The 

Australian spear-thrower was deadly within a range of 40 meters and per¬ 

mitted a maximum cast of 80 to TOO meters.20 The fletched darts thrown by 

Aztec ati-atis may have had a slightly longer effective range and greater accu¬ 

racy, but the lighter missile would have lessened their impact. In fact, both the 

central Mexicans and the conquistadors found that quilted cotton body armor 

was usually effective at stopping them. There is no established information 

on the rate of fire of a spear-thrower, but it must be lower than that of a 
bow. 

The hand-thrown javelin was commonly used as an auxiliary weapon by many 

nonstate groups and was important in that role even in ancient civilized armies. 

Although its force on impact is superior to that of the arrow (because of its 

greater mass), its range is very short.21 Mae Enga warriors could cast them to a 

maximum distance of only 50 meters and were accurate to only 30 meters; the 

range at which javelins are deadly must thus be less than 30 meters. The Roman 

legions launched their iron-tipped javelins (pilot) at just that distance when 

charging, but their purpose was more to distract foes and to immobilize their 

shields in the Tew seconds before the Roman charge arrived than to inflict 
substantial injury. 

The sling was also used as an auxiliary fire weapon by some tribes—especially 

in South America—as well as by ancient civilized armies.22 Although some 

modem experiments have cast doubt on the efficacy oif this weapon, both bibli¬ 

cal and classical accounts testily to its effectiveness. For example, plummet¬ 

shaped shots could penetrate flesh, and Roman slingers were recruited into 

service only if they could hit a man-sized target at 185 meters. The sling's status 

as an auxiliary weapon was probably due to its low lethality; only a direct hit on 

an unprotected head would be likely to kill the person struck, and it was inaccu¬ 

rate except in the hands of the most skilled users. But an enemy stunned or 
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knocked down by a shot could be dispatched with a war dub or lance, as was 
done in Polynesia. 

Missile weapons were all clearly derived from those used in hunting. Those 

employed in war were often exactly the same as those used in the chase, 

although some models for warfare were deadlier than the corresponding hunt¬ 

ing versions.23 Points of war projectiles were commonly weakened or hafted in 

such a way that when the shaft was extracted, the point or some part of it would 

remain in the wound. For example, the Wintu and several other tribes in Cali¬ 

fornia used tightly hafted side-notched arrowheads on hunting arrows but 

loosely bound stemmed points in war (Figure 3.2). Similarly detachable projec¬ 

tile heads were recorded as being utilized in warfare by numerous South Ameri¬ 

can tribes. Marquesan war spears had weakened dps that were designed to 

break off in the wound, as did those of the Guanche tribesmen of the Canary 

Islands. The Mae Enga sheathed their war arrows and spear points with a 

hollow cassowary claw that would remain in the flesh after extraction of the main 

projectile point and cause the wound to fester. The war arrows of the Dani of 

highland New Guinea, unlike the arrows they used to kill pigs or to hunt game, 

were barbed to increase the difficulty of extraction, daubed with mud or grease 

to enhance infection, or wrapped near the tip with orchid fibers to contaminate 

the wound. Poisoned arrows were employed in warfare by many African 

groups—for example, the Meru of Kenya, the San of southern Africa, and the 

Tiv of Nigeria (although the Tiv used them only when fighting non-Tiv ene¬ 

mies). A large number of North and South American groups poisoned their war 

arrows, as welL The South American poisons included plant alkaloids (of which 

curare is the best known) and were also used in hunting. In North America and 

among the ancient Sarroatians of the Russian steppes, snake venom was a 

common ingredient in arrow poisons; other constituents were sometimes 

crushed red ants, spiders, scorpions, and poisonous plants such as hemlock. 

Fipjrt 3.2 Stemmed war points (left and middle) and side-notched hunting point 

(ngnr) of Wintu tribe, nonhem California. (Redrawn after DuBois 1935: 124) 

Tactics and Weapons 53 

Still other “poisons” could have acted only by inducing infection, since they 

consisted entirely of putrefied flesh or blood. For example, some Nevada Sho- 

shoneans drained blood from the heart of a mountain sheep, placed it in a 

section of intestine, and buried it in the soil to rot before smearing it on their 

arrowheads. Septic poisons of this type, unlike the toxic ones, were used exclu¬ 

sively in warfare. No advantage would be gained from inducing death in a prey 

days or weeks after it was initially wounded; the same was not rrue, however, 

with regard to human enemies. The widespread use of such nasty weapons 

directly contradicts the commonly held idea that primitives took pains to amelio¬ 

rate the deadliness of their combat. 

It is difficult to document the use of poisoned arrows in prehistory because 

poisons tend nor be preserved for very long in. most soils. In certain special 

circumstances where traces of poison might survive, such as in dry caves, no 

oneseems to have tested for it. Some Chinese archaeologists have argued, based 

on circumstantial evidence involving one male skeleton, that poisoned arrows 

were in use in the Chinese Neolithic period. This particular middle-aged male 

appears to have been killed by a minor wound in the thigh, implying that the 

arrow that wounded him was unusually potent.24 This conclusion would be 

more convincing if many similar cases could be identified. At any rate, some 

prehistoric parallels for the “improved” projectiles noted by ethnographers do 

exist, and many others may well have been overlooked by archaeologists obliv¬ 

ious to prehistoric violence. 

Primitive fire weapons were almost as effective at killing as most modem 

hand-held weapons and, as we saw earlier, were more effective than earlier 

gunpowder arms. In a recent comparison of casualty rates from ancient and 

modem battles, it has been calculated that an average of 70 percent of men 

engaged in ancient battles were killed or wounded, whereas only 60 percent of 

combatants in the bloodiest modem battles have become casualties.25 Since the 

weapons used in ancient civilized battles (except perhaps the sword) were the 

same devices as were used in primitive and prehistoric combat (sling-stones, 

spears and arrows), the effects of the latter were probably equally severe. 

This is not to argue that muskets had no advantages over bows and slings, but 

their advantages were in very narrow areas. Initially, the musket's great advan¬ 

tage over the bow was that, once drilled volley fire was instituted, it required less 

skill, briefer training, and little strength to use. The smooth-boTe musket also 

delivered a missile with greater impact force, which at short range inflicted very 

damaging wounds. But its effective range was no greater than the bow (80 to 100 

yards), it had a slower rate offire, and it was incredibly inaccurate. Indeed, the 

command given to infantry until the rifled musket appeared in tnid-nineteenth 

century was “Level!” and not “Aim!” because aiming was useless. And one 

late-eighteenth-century viceroy of New Spain ordered that Indians be given 
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muskets and provided with plentiful ammunition so that they would “begin to 

lose their skill in handling the bow/1 which he recognized as being a more 

effective weapon than the contemporary musket.26 The decisive advantage of 

hand-held gunpowder weapons over the bow came only with the breech-loading 

rifle, which added tremendously increased accuracy, range, and rate of fire to 

the musket's capacities. Until the late nineteenth century, civilized soldiers were 

at a slight disadvantage in fire weaponry when facing primitive bowmen. 

With regard to prehistoric fire weapons, archaeologists have seldom consid¬ 

ered whether any of the point types they study might originally have functioned 

as war points.27 One case in eastern North America involves an uncommon type 

of Archaic (ca. 4,000 to 5,000 years ago) flint projectile point with a short stem 

that would have been able to slip easily from its haft This almost certainly 

represents a specialized war point because it is primarily found embedded in the 

bones, chest cavities, and skulls of homicide victims from several Archaic ceme¬ 

teries in Kentucky and Alabama. The Danubian point used by colonizing 

farmers of the Linear Pottery culture of northwestern Europe (ca. 5000 b.c.) 

may be another such example. It has a triangular shape and would easily have 

slipped from its haft when the latter was withdrawn from a wound. Its makers 

apparently rarely hunted, judging from their food refuse, so it was probably not 

used in the chase. Danubian points are common only in areas where some 

villages were fortified; they are rare where settlements were undefended. In the 

Talheim mass grave and in a nearby Linear Pottery cemetery, several male 

skeletons bear wounds from such points. In fact, there is no evidence to suggest 

that Danubian points were anything other than war points. 

As in civilized warfare, aside from incendiary devices such as torches and fire- 

arrows (which were used mostly against structures and not against people), 

chemical weapons seem to have been rarely used in pres tare warfare.28 A few 

South American groups poured or threw boiling water on their foes, invariably 

in siege situations. In a few areas of South America, chili powder was thrown 

into pots containing burning coals to produce a noxious smoke that the wind 

carried to the enemy. But there was a difficulty with all such weapons: they 

either could be used only at very close range from fortifications or had to be 

delivered by an undependable means (such as the wind) that did not discrimi¬ 

nate between friend and foe. 

Artillery is usually a great killer on modem battlefields and had no counter¬ 

part on primitive ones. But until the latest generation of electronically assisted 

artillery, its poor accuracy has demanded enormous expenditures of shells per 

casualty. The accuracy problem was only exacerbated when rifled cannon 

moved the effective range beyond the sight of gunners. For example, during the 

battle of Verdun, the greatest artillery battle of artillery-dominated World War I, 

approximately 200 artillery rounds were fired for every casualty inflicted.29 

Besides fortification, the best defenses against artillery are dispersion and mo¬ 

bility, two of the primary characteristics of primitive warfare. As a matter of fact, 

in the fights with western Indians, the U.S. Army was able to employ artillery 

very rarely, for the simple reason that the Indians refused to concentrate or stay 

put Jong enough for it to be used. In many instances where it was employed, as 

in the Modoc War battles in the Lava beds or at the Grattan fight, it was 

singularly unsuccessful. The narrowness of the conditions under which artillery 

is genuinely lethal were well observed by a party of Sioux visiting Washington, 

D.C., in 1870. To emphasize the White Father’s might, government officials 

cook them to see a huge coastal artillery gun firing into the Potomac. The Sioux 

were unimpressed: it was a monstrous weapon, all right, but “nobody with any 

brains would sit on his pony in front of it.”30 Artillery, even of the ancient 

catapult type, was not used by tribes and bands because it works only against 

large fixed targets, such as fortifications or large compact formations of enemies. 

Artillery also demands highly skilled specialists to construct and operate it and 

prodigious quantities of special ammunition, both of which were beyond the 

social and economic capacities of tribal societies. As the Sioux understood, 

artillery also depends on considerable cooperation from its victims to be 

effective—the kind of cooperation that tribal warriors were unwilling to provide. 

FORTIFICATIONS 

In denigrating the poor security and supposedly defective defensive techniques 

of primitive warriors, Turney-High pointed to the common neglect of fortifica¬ 

tion by nonstate peoples. He claimed that if groups “erected good fortifications, 

they are on the tbreshhold of the state.”31 This pronouncement is contradicted 

by the existence of many groups that did employ fortifications and yet were 

politically organized as small tribes or weak chiefdoms. Although only a few 

states have not built them, fortifications have commonly been constructed by 

nonstate societies.32 

Yet fortifications are the costliest and largest-scale pieces of preindustrial 

military technology, and some features of social life constitute necessary pre¬ 

conditions for their construction. Because of the large input of labor necessary 

to construct even the simplest log palisade around a small settlement, the requi¬ 

site labor can seldom be mustered for the whole period of construction by very 

egalitarian societies whose leaders have little power. Moreover, fortifications are 

stationary fixtures and protect only a small point in the landscape. Therefore, 

people with very nomadic life-styJes and very portable possessions do not waste 

their time on such labor-intensive projects that they will soon abandon. The 

variable sufficient condition for the construction of defenses is the relative 

intensity of the preceived threat. Groups that are only infrequently attacked or 
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that can easily absorb the losses suffered from small raids may have little impe- 
tus CO fortify themselves, v 

The principal tactical functiQn of fortifications is as an extension of the hand¬ 

held shield. Fortifications shield defenders, their noncombatant dependents 

their property, and their livestock from enemy weapons. Because they must be 

scaled or tom down by attackers, fortifications also increase the amount of time 

dunng which assailants are vulnerable to defenders' weapons. Fortifications are 

a bamer to easy infiltration or flanking by attackers, and they make surprise 

attacks more difficult to accomplish. They tend to force attackers to concentrate 

on specific points such as gates, mitigating any advantage in numbers an attacker 

nught otherwise enjoy. Fortifications also provide a "screen of manuever" 

preventing attackers from observing directly the defenders' strength and move¬ 

ments. Depending on how they are constructed, they can include elevated 

platforms to fight from; they also provide defenders with a better view of the 

battle and enable them to use gravity to increase the force of their missiles. 

Obviously, fortifications are militarily very advantageous, but their immobility 

and substantial cost of construction may oucweigh these benefits for many small 
social units. 

But fortifications also have some significant strategic functions. They can 

offer extra protection to settlements on frontiers, which are often thinly settled 

or otherwise geographically exposed. Judging from ethnographic records forti¬ 

fications are most commonly located on hostile borders or frontiers. Where the 

territories of sedentary social units are small, nearly every settlement is only a 

few hours walk from a hostile frontier, and in such circumstances nearly every 

vtUage is fortified. This has often been the case in areas of tropical South 

America and highland New Guinea. It was also the case for the Mandan, 

Ankara, and Hidatsa villagers of the Upper Missouri River who fanned the 

floodplains and restricted their settlements to a narrow band along the river. 

With such a lineal settlement pattern, every village was on the “frontier,” subject 

to raids by the more nomadic tribes of the surrounding plains. Where tribal 

territories are larger, only frontier settlements may require fortification and then 
oniy if the neighbors are hostile. 

Because wealth and population-chat is, potential booty and caprives-^re 

usually concentrated in one or a few large centrally located settlements in 

c efdoms and states, these attract the unwelcome attentions of raiders and 

invaders more often than do the poorer peasant villages. Fortification of such 

central places” is often usefiil and may even be necessary. 

Concentration of fortified settlements on frontiers and fortification of central 

places with elite residents have been documented in the prehistory of several 

well-studied regions.33 In northwestern Europe, fortified settlements of pioneer 

Early Neolithic farmers (ca. 7,000 years ago) were clustered along the limits of 
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their settlement zone, presumably to defend against the Mesolithic hunter- 

gatherers living beyond the frontier (Chapter 8). On the Missouri River in 

South Dakota, between a.d. 1300 and 1500, fortified villages clustered along 

the fluctuating boundary between Middle Missouri and Coalescent prehistoric 

cultures, ancestors of the historic Mandan and Ankara tribes, respectively. In 

the American Southwest, fortified or defensively situated farming settlements 

often appeared in pioneering periods or at the limits of major cultural provinces. 

Indeed, at Spanish contact, the “border” pueblo of Pecos was heavily fortified 

with an outer wall enclosing defensible buildings without ground-floor windows 

or doors. In prehistoric Europe, by the end of the Early Bronze Age (ca. 1800 

B.C.), fortified regional centers had become common. Remains found in them 

often give evidence that they were centers for metal production and for distribu¬ 

tion of high-status goods, and they probably were the residences of chiefs. 

Few human artifacts do not acquire at least some symbolic functions and 

attributes, and fortifications certainly have their symbolic aspects. At the most 

prosaic level, they symbolize their owners* military sophistication, military 

power, and determination to hold occupied territory. More abstractly, they 

demarcate the boundary between defenders and attackers, “owners” and 

“usurpers” (although the owners are often the newcomers, and the usurpers are 

indigenous). In chiefdoms and states, fortifications symbolize the importance 

and manifest the power of a leaden 

But all these symbolic functions derive from and depend on the practical . 

military functions of such constructions. A house designed by a famous architect 

may be a status symbol, but it remains a habitation, too. Furthermore, occupa- O 

cion of a fine house is much more symbolically valuable than absentee ownership 

(otherwise the mortgage clerk would enjoy a status superior to the occupant). 

Similarly, fortifications must be capable of withstanding attack, and the most 

symbolically useful of these are ones that have actually done so on occasion. The 

medieval casde lost much of its symbolic cachet when the modem monarchy 

and its artillery rendered them militarily useless. The nobility—and even roy¬ 

alty, which needed no permit to fortify residences—then displayed their impor¬ 

tance by building unfortified Renaissance mansions and palaces, often on the 

newly razed sites of their by then purely symbolic and comparatively uncomfort¬ 

able castles. 

There are four general types of fortifications (which are not mutually exclu¬ 

sive): fortified settlements, fortified refuges, fortified elite residences, and 

purely military fortresses. Fortified settlements are by far the most common type 

ethnographically, especially among nonstates. Indeed, these are usually the only 

type found among village and tribal societies. They are not situated in locations 

with any special military advantages, but appear where villages and towns are 

normally located for economic reasons. They enclose otherwise normal settle- 



58 POLICY BY OTHER MEANS 

ments in which all the common activities of daily life take place. Fortified 

refuges or fortresses proper are located at sites chosen for their military advan¬ 

tages, such as at high points or places difficult to reach. They do not normally 

serve as residences, except briefly during crises. This lype of fortification seems 

to occur most frequently in chiefdoms or petty states such as those on the Pacific 

Northwest Coast and in Polynesia. In one case, some small Indian bands in 

northern California and Washington State were so continually raided by their 

neighbors that they eventually built small stone fortresses to use as refuges.34 

During the obviously troubled period between a.d. 1200 and 1300 in the 

American Southwest, many large tribal settlements were relocated to defensible 

locations and served as refuges for smaller hamlets located on valley floors.35 

The most infrequently encountered type of fortification in nonstates is the 

fortified elite residence or castle. In its purest form, it is little more than a 

fortified “household” (which can include as many as several thousand people) 

belonging to a paramount chief or petty king. The royal kraals of many African 

kings and paramount chiefs are of this type. In the eastern woodlands (especially 

the Southeast) of North America and in the large chiefdoms of South America, 

the chief or principal chiefs resided in the largest town, which was also fortified. 

Purely military fortresses occupied primarily by soldiers or warriors are found 

most frequently in states and occasionally in high chiefdoms, usually on fron¬ 

tiers. Tbe military kraals occupied by young age-set warriors of some African 

chiefdoms are examples of the latter. These are small settlements—sometimes 

defended by walls, but often open—where members of an age-grade serve for 

several years, guarding the tribal frontiers and cattle herds, as well as raiding 

hostile neighbors, before being permitted to marry. 

Small-scale societies do not “neglect” fortification, but the social and eco¬ 

nomic conditions requisite for undertaking such constructions are seldom met 

by bands and tribes. Even when the necessary social conditions exist, the level of 

threat may be too low to justify the cost. When tribal and village societies do 

construct fortifications, these are merely less specialized and elaborate rhan the 

ones erected by chiefdoms and states. 

I 

FOUR 

Imitating the Tiger 

Forms of Combat 

The forms of combat used by non state peoples have 

varied tremendously, but they can be divided roughly 

into formal battles, small ambush raids, and large raids 

or massacres. For most primitive groups, small raids have 

been the most and massacres the least frequent form of 

combat. 

BATTLES 

Because batdes are the largest-scale, most prolonged, and 

most dramatic land of warfare, both primitive and modem, 

much ethnographic attention has focused on them at the 

expense of the other types of fighting. Much of the tradi¬ 

tional view of primitive warfare as sportive and ineffectual 

comes from the direct comparison of primitive and civilized 

batdes. Many primitive battles were arranged—that is, a 

challenge or warning was issued to the enemy, and a batde 

site was named or understood.1 For example, early on the 

day chosen for formal battle, the Dugum Dani sent a herald 
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to the enemy border to shout a challenge, which might be accepted and a battle 

i e agreed on. If the challenge was not accepted, the challengers returned home 

TeW mr°^!day' Am°ng 1116 MarineofNew Guinea, if the challenge 
was refused, the challengers unmediacely invaded enemy territory lulling 
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Other features of primitive battle have been cited as evidence of its par¬ 

ticularly stylized or sportive nature. One of the most commonly cited was the 

ains Indian custom of “counting coup.1’ When a Plains warrior “counted 

oup, he committed an act of bravery or daring. The French word coup (mean- 
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ing “blow,” “stroked or “deed”) attached to the custom. Customs varied some¬ 

what among tribes, but a number of different acts committed in combat could be^ 

counted as a coup, including stealing a horse from an enemy camp, killing an 1 

enemy with a hand-held weapon, saving a wounded comrade, and charging \ 

alone into a group of enemies. Relatively few countable coups—being one of the 

first three or four braves to touch a dead enemy with the hand or with a hand¬ 

held object, touching a live enemy, or being first to sight the enemy—were at all 

unusual. Nevertheless, all these deeds carried a serious risk of death—even that 

of touching a dead enemy, since Plains warriors would fight furiously to recover 

fallen comrades and save them from scalping and other mutilations. Merely 

killing an enemy with a projectile was considered useful, but it was not counted 

as a coup. There is every evidence that Plains warriors tried and often suc¬ 

ceeded in killing large numbers of one another, but a warrior's reputation as a 

brave man depended on the number of coups he could recount.4 

This attitude is not terribly different from the civilized concept of military 

courage—and the reward of honors for it; in both cases, the personal risk 

involved, and not the effect on the enemy, is deemed the paramount considera¬ 

tion. Nation-states award soldiers decorations and promotions not for killing but 

for conspicuously risking death in combat The main divergence of coup count¬ 

ing from civilized customs is related to the specific acts rewarded (such as 

stealing a horse or touching an enemy versus tending wounded comrades under 

fire or volunteering to go for help through a gauntlet of enemies).5 The Classical 

Greeks, for example, awarded honors for maintaining order in the ranks under 

extreme difficulty and for being the first to reach an enemy camp.6 Counting 

coups no more ameliorated the deadliness of combat than does the civilized 

custom of awarding medals. Moreover, equally important to Plains warriors was”" 

the custom of taking scalps, and these were decidedly difficult to obtain from 

living enemies. 

In some areas, modem warfare is far more ritualized than the primitive 

variety. One of these areas involves surrender—by both individuals and units. 

For individuals, this ritual entails raised hands, white flags, weapons proffered 

or tossed out, shouts of key words, and so on. The surrender of units requires an 

even more involved choreography: the white-flag approach of emissaries; the 

discussion of terms; an arranged cease-fire at a prescribed moment; and, for 

very large units, a formal signing of “instruments.” Thus individuals and groups 

that have made every effort to kill their enemies can, by the enactment of 

appropriate rituals, preserve themselves from immediate harm at the hands of 

their adversaries. Additional niceties of prisoner exchange and parole (that is, 

release after a.promise not to bear arms again) have practically disappeared from 

warfare, but they were common until the nineteenth century.7 Other conven¬ 

tions govern sparing and even rescuing enemy sailors and airmen who have 
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abandoned their ships and planes. Ritual battles prior to a foregone surrender 

are not absent even from quite recent wars. Several times during World War TL, 

commanders of some Allied and Axis positions requested that their adversaries 

fire briefly at their position so that they could surrender <lwith honor.” Even the 

German commander of the citadel at Cherbourg asked that investing American 

forces “fire artillery at the main gate, to give him a pretext for surrender.”8 As 

we shall see, these civilized riruals of submission have few counterparts in 

primitive warfare. 

Many other irrational conventions are peculiar to modern civilized warfare. 

Killing of enemy civilians by bombardment or by systematic starvation via block¬ 

ade is to some degree acceptable under international law, but murdering them 

with small arms is considered completely vile. In modem warfare, the more 

personal the cruelty or destruction, the more likely it is to be regarded as 

reprehensible. Historically, some weapons (such as Greek fire, boiling oil, 

napalm, and shrapnel) have been countenanced despite the horrible suffering 

they inflict, while equally brutal items (such as serrated swords, square and 

dum-dum bullets, and poison gas) have been officially banned. International 

conventions and customs also tend to oudaw or eschew use of weapons that kill 

with certainty (for example, poisoned bullets and nerve gas). Customary civi¬ 

lized laws^ of war and the Geneva Conventions (and their historical prede¬ 

cessors) manifest the ritualized nature of modem warfare. 

Until the end of the nineteenth century, civilized soldiers exhibited in battle 

an extraordinary preoccupation with protecting their own and seizing their 

enemy’s regimental colors, imperial eagles, and the like. Terrible dishonor was 

associated with losing these symbols (which were nevertheless, carried in the 

front ranks, at the point of maximum exposure, during combat) to the enemy. 

When combat became close, especially fierce struggles developed around these 

standards as men fought to seize or retain them. Perhaps the clearest evidence 

of their purely symbolic nature was that two British officers were posthumously 

awarded Britain’s highest award for valor, the Victoria Cross, for flight in the 

face of the enemy, because they were attempting to save the colors of their 

regiment from capture by victorious Zulus.9 The men were staff officers of the 

British units that were defeated at Isandiwana in 1879, and they had fled several 

miles from the battlefield before being caught and killed. Behaviors that would 

therefore normally be regarded as cowardly and irresponsible in an officer— 

abandoning a command and fleeing from battle—were transmuted into acts of 

extreme courage because their purpose was to save a useless symbol. Com¬ 

pounding the irony of this incident, the Zulus showed no interest in these 

British colors and left them on the spot. The curious focus of civilized soldiers 

on capturing such gewgaws is surely no less stylized and impractical than the 

desire of Plains Indian warriors to count coups. 

As far as decorative regalia worn by warriors is concerned, only in the past 

fifty years have the field uniforms, aircraft, and ship colors of civilized societies 

become truly practical (that is, camouflaged). The last war fought by British 

soldiers in their famous red coats was the Zulu War of 1879. The French army 

entered World War I dressed in light bine, and initially some German troops in 
- _ 

that war wore the preposterous pickelhalbe helmet. The “flying circuses” of the 

German air force in World War I are the most extreme modern example of 

impractical, assertive coloration, but the famous squadron art of American 

" aircraft (and tanks) in World War II continued, in a more subdued fashion, this 

supposedly primitive fashion. Even as recently as the Persian Gulf War, Ameri¬ 

can A-10 Warthog ground-attack aircraft were decorated with shark’s-mouth 

motifs on their noses. 

The practice of taunting the enemy before a battle has also not entirely 

disappeared from modem warfare, but the greater distance between contending 

front lines that modem weaponry imposes means that loudspeakers, leaflets, 

and radio broadcasts must be employed. Such devices are devoted to issuing 

appeals to surrender (usually in vain) and to propagating elaborate taunts or 

boasts prepared by psychological warfare and propaganda services. Where front 

lines lie close together and where linguistic knowledge Is sufficient, the more 

concise and ethnographically familar form of taunting will occur. For example, 

during the War in the Pacific, Japanese soldiers tried to unnerve their adver¬ 

saries at night by screaming taunts in broken English (in Burma, they used 

Hindi) that ranged from the banal “Marine, you die!” to such infuriating insults 

as “Joe DiMaggio, no good!” The retorts of Allied soldiers were mostly in their 

native tongues and scatological in nature.10 Tn terms of content and intent, there 

is little difference between a Tokyo Rose broadcast and a tribal prebattle ha¬ 

rangue. 

If modem battles are thus not free of rituals and stylized or impractical 

behaviors, are they more deadly than their primitive counterparts? Many eth¬ 

nographers vaguely note that primitive battles tend to be called off after a few 

casualties, but they seldom actually count the number of warriors engaged or 

lost. In Figure 4.1, some of the few available casualty figures for specific or 

“average” tribal battles have been compiled and compared with various high- 

casualty civilized batdes (Marathon, Zama, Gettysburg, the first day of the 

Somme, and a battle lost by the Aztecs in Michoacin). The lowest proportion of 

total casualties (killed, wounded, and missing) is registered by those of the 

Union and Confederate forces at Gettysburg; the highest rates are those attend¬ 

ing the Aztec invasion of Michoacan, the Carthaginians at Zama, and the As- 

siniboin raiders. In several instances involving formal primitive battles begun or 

terminated by agreement (the Mtetwa, Cahto-Yuki, and Mae Enga confronta¬ 

tions), the proportion of warriors killed in action is below 2 percent, a rate that 

k 
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minor engagement after Gettysburg for three months, and the next full-scale 

battle (the Wilderness) occurred ten months later.13 The cumulative effect of 

frequent but low-casualty battles will be discussed in Chapter 6. 

When one of the contenting parties in prestate warfare was routed, the subse- v 

quent rampage by the victors through the losers' territory often claimed the lives 

of many women and children as well as men.14 One Mating clan of 600 people 

in New Guinea lost 2 percent of its population in the rout that followed its loss of 

3 percent of its people in the preceding battle. This total may not seem very 

severe, but to produce equivalent figures France (with a population of 42 mil¬ 

lion) would have had to lose over L2 million soldiers in its 1940 defeat and some 

840,000 civilians in the immediate aftermath (or five times the total number of 

war-related French deaths during the whole war). Victorious Tahitian warriors 

killed so many people in a loser's territory that an “intolerable stench'1 of 

decaying corpses “pervaded defeated districts for long periods after battle.” 

Similarly severe slaughters attended battlefield defeats among the chiefdoms of 

Fiji and Cauca Valley of Colombia. These examples illustrate the most impor¬ 

tant and universal rule of war; do not lose. 

In several ethnographic cases, formal battles with controlled casualties were ] 

restricted to fighting within a tribe or linguistic group. When the adversary was I 

truly “foreign,” warfare was more relentless, ruthless, and uncontrolled.15 Thus 

the rules of war applied to only certain “related” adversaries, but unrestricted 

warfare, without rules and aimed at annihilation, was practiced againsr out¬ 

siders. 

RAIDS AND AMBUSHES 

The most common form of combat employed in primitive warfare but little used 

in formal civilized warfare has been small raids or ambushes. These have usually 

involved having a handful of men sneak into enemy territory to kill one or a few 

people on an encounter basis or by means of some more elaborate ambush. 

Women and children have commonly been killed in such raids.16 The Cahto- 

Yuki war mentioned earlier was started when some Yuki, angry over Cahto use 

of a disputed obsidian quarry and some plant-gathering territory', killed a gath¬ 

ering party of four Cahto girls. One common raiding technique (favored by 

groups as diverse as the Bering Straits Eskimo and the Mae Enga of New 

Guinea) consisted of quietly surrounding enemy houses just before dawn and 

killing the occupants by thrusting spears through the flimsy walls, shooting 

arrows through doorways and smoke holes, or firing as the victims emerged after 

the structure had been set afire. During hard winters, the Chilcotin of British 

Columbia would attack small isolated hamlets or family camps of other tribes, 

kill all the inhabitants, and live off their stored food. The East Cree of Quebec 
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slaughtered any Inuit (Eskimo) families they encountered, taking only infants as 

captives. Neither age nor sex was any guarantee of protection during primitive 

raids. 

Because the victims were unprepared or unarmed and because raids were so 

frequent, a predictably high cumulative fatality rate resulted.17 One Yanomamo 

village was raided twenty-five times in just fifteen months, losing 5 percent of its 

population. In just one summer (1823), two Yellowknife raids killed eight Dog- 

rib (four men and four women), representing 3 percent of the population of die 

two victimized Dogrib bands; similar raids had been endured for years. Even 

when formal battles occurred frequently, more deaths were inflicted by raids. 

Among the Dugum Dani, in fewer than six months, seven ritual battles killed 

only two men, but nine raids over the same period killed seven people. Figures 

cited in Chapter 2 indicate that nearly all western North American Indian 

groups were raided at least twice each year. A careful and open-eyed reading of 

ethnographies, early historical accounts, and recorded tribal traditions for some 

supposedly pacifistic Plateau tribes in British Columbia leaves no doubt that 

raiding and other forms of combat were both frequent and persistent in this 

area. The numbers killed as a result of these raids were sometimes extremely 

significant, as in the case of 400 Lilloet (approximately 10 percent of the tribal 

population) slain in the course of a week-long raid by a neighboring tribe.18 

Many groups, such as the Yanomamo ofVenezuela and Koaka of Guadalcanal, 

never resorted to formal battles at all. Raids and ambushes have been the most 

frequent and widely employed form of nonstate warfare because they are terri¬ 

bly effective at eliminating enemies with a minimum of risk. 

Raids characteristically kill only a few people at a time; they kill a higher 

proportion of women than do battles or even the routs that follow them; they kill 

individuals or small groups caught in isolated circumstances away from major 

population concentrations; and because the victims are outnumbered, sur¬ 

prised, and often unarmed, their wounds are often inflicted as they try to flee. 

Archaeologically, this pattern will thus be evidenced by four corresponding 

characteristics: burials of individual or small groups of homicide victims; women 

as a high proportion of the victims; burials sometimes located away from the 

major habitation zones (although raid victims were recovered and buried in the 

usual cemeteries); and evidence that most wounds, even on adult males, were 

inflicted from behind.19 Several isolated prehistoric burials In central Washing¬ 

ton State fit this pattern precisely, and radiocarbon dates indicate that raiding 

went on in this region for over 1,500 years. Projectile points found embedded in 

these skeletons indicate that in some cases the killers were “foreigners.” Inter¬ 

estingly, the usual ethnographic descriptions of the tribes in this area—indeed, 

in the whole culture area of the Plateau—depict them as exceptionally peaceful. 

At a cemetery site in central Illinois dating to about a.d, 1300,16 percent of the 

264 individuals buried there met violent deaths and also fit the patterns ex¬ 

pected for raid victims. Similar attritional violence is documented in prehistoric 

cemeteries in central British Columbia and in California, where burials of 

probable raid victims were accumulated over several hundred years. The homi¬ 

cide victims at the 13,000-year-old Gebel Sahaba cemetery in Egypt do not 

quite fit this small ambush-raid pattern: more victims were buried at one time; 

adult males’ wounds were commonly left frontal, indicating that they were 

wounded while fighting with their bows; and children were common among the 

victims. In this case, the attacks seem to have been on a larger scale—perhaps 

against small encampments rather than against isolated work parties. These 

N burials accumulated over at least two generations. In each of the cases cited, the 

l proportion of violent deaths Is quite high. For example, the homicide rate of the 

prehistoric Illinois villagers would have been 1,400 times that of modem Britain 

or about 70 times that of the United States in 1980!20 There can be little doubt 

that the frequent, sustained, and deadly raids recorded for ethnographic tribal 

groups were also practiced in many prehistoric cases. 

MASSACRES 

A gradual scalar transition in primitive warfare leads from the small, raid to 

massacres. The latter are larger surprise attacks whose purpose is to annihilate 

an enemy social unit. The simplest form involves surrounding or infiltrating an 

enemy village and, when a signal is given, attempting to kill everyone within 

reach.21 Such killing has usually been indiscriminate, although women and 

children evidendy escape in the confusion more often than adult males. In one 

case of massacre in New Guinea, the victim group of 300 lost about 8 percent of 

its population. In a case from a different area, a tribal confederation of 1,000 

people lost nearly 13 percent of its population in just the first hour of an attack 

by several other confederacies. Surprise attacks on California Porno villages 

usually killed between 5 and 15 percent of their inhabitants. When the first 

Spanish explorers reached the coastal Barbarefio Chumash of California, the 

latter had just had two of their villages surprised, burned, and completely an¬ 

nihilated by raiders from the interior, representing a minimum loss of 10 per¬ 

cent of their tribal population. After enduring years of raids by the Yellowknife 

tribe of northern Canada, several Dogrib bands combined to wipe out a Yellow¬ 

knife camp, killing four men, thirteen women, and seventeen children who 

accounted for 20 percent of the victims* population. The Yellowknifes never 

recovered from this blow, and the descendants of the demoralized survivors 

were gradually absorbed by neighboring groups. The seldom-achieved goal of 

another subarctic tribe, the Kutchin, was to surround and annihilate an en¬ 

campment of their traditional enemies, the Mackenzie Eskimo, leaving only one 
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buried under the collapsed roofs and walls of their burned houses. Tins exam¬ 

ple clearly shows that except for introducing some new weapons (in particular, 

muskets and iron-headed arrows), contact with Western civilization caused no 

significant change in the tenor of warfare in this area. In other words, anthro¬ 

pologists are not justified in dismissing or discounting the ethnographic descrip¬ 

tions of Middle Missouri warfare since they apply equally well to the precontact 

period. Evidence of a similar slaughter and burning of a whole village, dating to 

the late thirteenth century, has been uncovered in southwestern Colorado at 

Sand Canyon Pueblo, where (as at the Larson site) the bodies of the victims 

were buried under the collapsed roofs of their burned houses. 

After surveying a large number of prehistoric burial populations in the eastern 

United States, archaeologist George Milner concluded that the pre-Columbian 

warfare of this whole region featured “repeated ambushes punctuated by devas¬ 

tating attacks at particularly opportune moments.'*24 From North America at 

least, archaeological evidence reveals precisely the same pattern recorded eth- 

nographically for tribal peoples the world over of frequent deadly raids and 

occasional horrific massacres. This was an indigenous and “native” pattern long 

before contact with Europeans complicated the situation. When the sailing ship 

released them from their own continent, Europeans brought many new ills and 

evils to the oon-Westem world, but neither war nor its worst features were 

among these novelties. 

Similar massacres are also documented for the prestate peoples of prehistoric 

western Europe (Chapter 2).2s At the time of the Talheim massacre 7,000 years 

ago, neither civilizations nor states had yet developed anywhere. At RoaLx in 

France, 4,000 years ago, more than 100 people of both sexes and all ages were 

killed by bow-wielding adversaries and then hastily buried in a mass grave. 

When this French massacre occurred, the nearest civilization was 1,000 miles 

away in Minoan Crete. In both cases, the number of victims conforms closely to 

the average number of inhabitants estimated by archaeologists for the average 

Early Neolithic hamlet and the average Late Neolithic village—respectively, the 

most common size of settlement in each period. Before any possible contact 

with civilizations, the tribesmen of Neolithic Europe, like those of the prehis¬ 

toric United States, were thus wiping out whole settlements. 



1 Dani formal battle, highland New Guinea. The bowmen hoped to wound and im¬ 
mobilize a foe who could then be killed with a thrown spear or lance thrust. The 
front lines are well within the lethal range of these weapons, yet no shields arc used; 
warriors were expected to dodge missiles. Most casualties occurred when men had 
their backs turned to the enemy as they moved to the rear or when they thought they 
were safely out of range at the rear and were less attentive to incoming arrows. 
(Copyright © Film Study Center, Harvard University) 



3 Obsidian projectile point embedded in vetebrae of a prehistoric woman eighteen 

to twenty-one years old from central California (site: ALA-329). The arrow passed 

through her abdominal viscera before becoming embedded in her backbone. The 

absence of observable healing or inflammation of the bone around the point indicates 

that the victim died immediately or soon after being shot. (Courtesy of Robert 

Jurmain) 

2 Corpse of a U.S> cavalryman (Sgt Frederick Wylyaras) killed and mutilated by 

Southern Cheyenne in 1867. These mutilations were meant to cripple the victim in 

the afterlife. Notice also the overkill with arrows. (Courtesy of Fort Sill Museum, 

Forr Silly Oklahoma; neg. no. P-2692) 

4 The • W bed” in <be ^rie 

“hsrd f" ’fcw ““ ’ scavengers before being interred. (Courtesy of P. W.Jiey) 



5 Surviving log palisade at the Tlingit village of Hoonah in southeastern Alaska. The 
entrance at the left has been modified with a European-style stairway, but the en¬ 
trance at the right retains the original “notched-log” that could be drawn up into the 
palisade like a drawbridge. At this village, only the houses of the Raven clan were 
protected by the fortification; hence, the carved Raven totem (upper middle). (Cour¬ 
tesy of Canadian Museum of Civilization, negative no. 78-6041) 

FIVE 

A Skulking Way of War 

Primitive Warriors Versus 
Civilized Soldiers 

The general claim that the difference between civilized 

and primitive warfare is analogous to that between 

serious business and a game is invariably bolstered by 

the observation that civilized soldiers can always defeat 

primitive warriors. But while it is true that European civiliza¬ 

tion has steadily and dramatically extended itself to the ut¬ 

most parts of the earth during the past four centuries, it is by 

no means clear that this expansion is a consequence of supe¬ 

rior weaponry or specialized military technique. In fact, civi¬ 

lized soldiers have often lost to warriors in combat despite 

superior weaponry, unit discipline, and military science. But 

they have seldom lost campaigns or wars. 

A review of the history of warfare between tribal warriors 

and civilized soldiers uncovers a number of interesting gen¬ 

eral features that are not very flattering to Western military 

bombast. For one, when civilized soldiers have been caught 

in the open by superior numbers of primitive warriors, they 

often have been defeated, whereas if the soldiers have been 

fortified, even behind wagons or in shallow rifle pits, they 
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could hold off many times their number until they could escape or be rescued. 
Let us consider a few examples. 

In the many smuggles between the Roman legions and undisciplined barbar¬ 

ian hosts of Celts and Germans, the latter inflicted some notable annihilations 

on die former, usually when they caught or enticed the Romans far from their 

fortified encampments, as in the case of Sabinus’s reinforced legion in 54 b c 

and Varus’s three legions in a.d. 9. Whatever Julius Caesar’s excuses, it is clear 

that the blue-painted barbarians of Britain defended their island vigorously and 

effectively against the cream of the Roman army. The raid and ambush tactics 

the Britons quickly adopted after being defeated in formal battles were so 

troublesome for the Romans that a century passed after Caesar’s retreat before 
Rome made another attempt at conquest. 

The Norsemen, or Vikings, of Scandinavia were among the most fearsome 

fighters in medieval Europe. When Vikings were defeating every fighting force 

worthy of the name in Europe and conquering England, warriors from a few 

bands of Newfoundland Indians drove them out of their North American Fin¬ 

land) colony.1 In one battle, the Vikings, armed with their swords and shields, 

were routed by Skraeling (the Norse word for the North American natives) 

arrows and an unnerving native weapon that seems to have been an inflated 

bladder on the tip of a pole that “made a frightening noise when it fell.” They 

were saved from this flying whoopie cushion and ignominious defeat only when 

one of the Viking women alarmed the Skraelings by uncovering her breasts and 

slapping them with a sword. Despite a better climate, richer pastures, and more 

plentiful natural resources than in Greenland, the colonists decided they had 

seen enough of North America’s dangerous natives and abandoned their colony 

During their prolonged journey back to Greenland, the colonists revenged 

themselves by killing a few more Indians they surprised along the way. Historian 

Samuel Eliot Morison emphasizes the key role that native hostility played in the 

Viking decision to abandon Vinland, especially the Skraelings’ “ability to deliver 

surprise attacks at will” (in other words, their expertise at the tactics of primitive 
war).2 

Until the nineteenth century, Europeans in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa 

were restricted to fortified places on the coasts. The Portuguese in Mozam¬ 

bique, for example, could not penetrate the interior during the seventeenth 

century because the “natives with their assegais were normally able to destroy 

the small groups of Portuguese as soon as they strayed outside of their few 
fortified bases.”3 

During the Indian Wars in the United States, when U.S. Army units were 

caught in the open and outnumbered, they usually suffered severe defeats.4 The 

senes of victories engineered by the Seminoles in late 1834, the annihilation of 

the artillery-equipped Grattan command in 1854, and the destruction of Fetter- 
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mafts unit in 1866 are examples of defeats in the open. The Battle of the LMe 

Bighorn dearly illustrates the general character of primitive and cWWsztd 

dashes. Colonel Custer, with 200 men, was caught in the open by 1,800 Sioux 

and Cheyenne warriors and destroyed. Custer’s subordinates, Major Reno and 

Captain Benteen, hastily fortified a small hillock with 400 men and survived the 

attacks of the same warriors for another day and a half. With their food and 

grazing exhausted and more soldiers approaching from the north, the Indians 

abandoned their siege. Thus behind breastworks, however flimsy, soldiers could 

repulse many rimes their number of warriors. 

The same strictures apply to their tribal foes.5 Fifty Modoc braves ensconced 

in the natural fortifications of the Lava Beds in northern California withstood 

the assaults and artillery of 1,200 U.S. soldiers for almost five months, while 

inflicting heavy casualties on the besiegers. Only dissension among the Modocs 

and a shortage of water led to their ultimate surrender. When Indians were 

caught in the open, especially by surprise attacks on their villages by more 

numerous U.S. cavalry, they were defeated. When numbers were approximately 

equal and the Indians were not encumbered by women and children, however, 

victory could go to either side. United States soldiers were defeated at Rosebud 

Creek in 1876 and Big Hole in 1877; the Indians lost at Four Lakes and 

Spokane Plains in 1858 and at Bear Paw in 1877. The supposed tactical superi¬ 

ority of the civilized soldier was not especially obvious. In several instances, 

however, outnumbered fortified Indians were defeated—including ar Horse¬ 

shoe Bend in 1814, Apache Pass in 1862, and Tres Castillos in 1880—as a 

result of U>S. and Mexican artillery and mass assaults.6 One disadvantage the 

Indians faced when fortified was that, unlike the whites, they seldom had anyone 

available to ride to their relief. In addition, logistical superiority, artillery, and 

other aspects of nonmilitary engineering (for example, tunneling and bridging) 

gave Europeans a very marked superiority in siege operations over any primitive 

warriors, however well fortified they might have been. 

European Soldiers and military historians have sometimes impugned the dis¬ 

cipline and fighting qualities of American and Mexican soldiers.7 But the 

proudest armies of Europe did not avoid debacles against African tribesmen in 

the late nineteenth century. During the Zulu War (1879), when caught in the 

open, the redcoats of the British Army—with their' breech-loading rifles, artil¬ 

lery, and Gatling guns—were soundly defeated at the battles of Isandlwana, 

Myer’s Drift, and Hlobane by superior numbers of Zulus armed primarily with 

thrusting spears. When they were behind fortifications, the British survived, as 

at the famous battle of Rorke’s Drift where 140 soldiers held off4,000 overaged 

and unfed Zulus for two days- Only at the last battle of UJundi did a huge British 

“square” with shrapnel and Gatling guns defeat a larger but dispirited Zulu 

force in the open.8 
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In the 1890s, the French fighting the Tuareg of the Sahara met similar 

disasters in the open and survived attacks when behind solid walls. For example, 

at Goundam, ISO French soldiers, with artillery and behind a filmsy stockade of 

thorn bushes, were destroyed by an equaJ number of Tuareg.9 Germany's army, 

too, met embarrassing reverses when it fought the Hehe in Tanganyika (1891- 

1898) and Herero and Nama tribesmen in Southwest Africa (1904-1907). In 

the latter case, the outcomes of fights were predictable: “Against stone walls and 

machine guns, the Hereros lost; when the Germans were caught in the open, 

the Hereros defeated them.”10 As with the Modocs in America, when African 

tribesmen could fight behind fortifications, they could hold off superior Euro¬ 

pean forces for long periods and inflict grievous losses on the attackers. In 1879, 

for example, 300 Pluthi tribesmen in a hilltop fortress held off 1,800 soldiers 

and artillery for eight months.11 Again, we find no clear evidence of the tactical 

superiority of civilized over primitive methods, only the eternal advantages of 

fortifications and superior numbers. 

In most cases, civilized soldiers have defeated primitive warriors only when 

they adopted the laner's tactics. In the ^history of European expansion, soldiers 

repeatedly had to abandon their civilized techniques and weapons to win against 

even the most primitive opponents. The unorthodox techniques adopted were 

smaller, more mobile units; abandonment of artillery and use of lighter small 

arms; open formations and skirmishing tactics; increased reliance on ambushes, 

raids, and surprise attacks on settlements; destruction of che enemy's economic 

infrastructure (habitations, foodstores, livestock, and means of transport); a 

strategy of attrition against the enemy's manpower; relentless pursuit to take 

advantage of civilization's superior logistics; and extensive use of natives as 

C~ scouts or auxiliaries.12 In other words, not only were civilized military tech¬ 

niques incapable of defeating their primitive counterparts, but in many cases the 

collaboration of primitive warriors was necessary because civilized soldiers alone 

l were inadequate for the task. 

Several historians of Indian Wars of colonial times in the northeastern United 

States note that che borrowing of military techniques was rather one-sided: the 

Indians were the “military tutors," and the Europeans were the “trainees.”13 

One grateful New Englander wrote in 1677, “In our first war with the Indians, 

God pleased to show us che vanity of our military skill, in managing our arms, 

after the European mode. Now we are glad to learn the skulking way of war.”14 

Similarly harsh tutorials were administered by tribal warriors to civilized sol¬ 

diers in many regions of the world. Frontier militias, composed of men who had 

learned the "skulking way of war” by direct and prolonged experience, were 

thus usually more effective at fighting tribesmen than were European regulars. 

And when these “tribalized” colonial militiamen fought European regulars, they 

proved to be extremely tough and frustrating opponents themselves, as the 

American Revolutionary and the two Anglo-Boer wars illustrate. 

Primitive (and guerrilla) warfare consists of war stripped to its essentials: the 

\ murder of enemies; the theft or destruction of their sustenance, wealth, and 

j essential resources; and the inducement in them of insecurity and terror. It 

conducts the basic business of war without recourse to ponderous formations or 

equipment, complicated maneuvers, stricc chains of command, calculated 

strategies* time tables, or other civilized embellishments. When civilized sol¬ 

diers meet adversaries so unencumbered, they too must shed a considerable 

weight of intellectual baggage and physical armor just to even the odds. Once 

soldiers match their tactics to those of their primitive adversaries, their superior 

manpower, economic surplus, transportation technology, and logistical exper¬ 

tise—if vigorously exploited—enable them to win most such campaigns and 

wars. By attrition, they gradually erode the primitives' small and inelastic man¬ 

power pool; by destruction of food and materiel, they exhaust the slim economic 

surpluses of the warriors, often inducing them to surrender to avoid starvation. 

These are precisely the techniques of primitive war, as well as those of civilized 

total war. The only difference is that civilized societies can apply vastly greater 

resources to their efforts to execute these techniques. Thus by exploiting their 

logistic superiority, civilized soldiers could continue harrying and abrading 

primitive social groups, especially during the harshest seasons, giving them no 

time to rest, recuperate, or replenish supplies of food and ammunition. To a 

great extent, the superior transportation and agricultural technology of Europe 

and its efficient economic and logistic methods made possible its triumph over 

the primitive world, not its customary military techniques and advanced 

weapons. 

The U>S. Army campaigns against the Plains tribes and the Apaches illustrate 

these points. In 1865, General Pope sent large units attended by the usual slow 

supply trains on great sweeps through the Plains, with the result that, as histo¬ 

rian Robert Utley put it, “only the most careless Indians failed to get out of the 

way.”15 Like so many other similar civilized campaigns, it failed to bring tribal 

enemies to battle and only exacerbated their raiding and other depredations. A 

similar excursion by General Hancock in 1867 did little more than provoke 

subsequent raids against settlers. Relative calm reigned for a few years, after a 

number of “peace policy” treaties (which neither side fully observed) separated 

the contending parties. But the anger of the Indians over pioneer incursions into 

their treaty territories and the settlers' mounting irritation at the continuing 

Indian raids reached the boiling point in the early 1870s. By this time, Generals 

Sherman and Sheridan were in charge and were prepared to visit on the “hos- 

tiles” the total war they had so brilliantly and ruthlessly inflicted on the Confed- 
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erate rebels during the Civil War. The U.S. Army won the Red River War 

agaimt the southern Plains tribes almost without combat, by relentlessly pursu¬ 

ing the hostile bands during the winter of 1874/1875. Exhaustion, hunger and 

worry over the ever-present danger of an army attack broke the tribes* resis¬ 

tance In the northern Plains, after die defeats of traditional columns at the 

Rosebud and Little Bighorn in the summer of 1876, the army, aided by Indians 

scouts, pursued the scattered Sioux and Cheyenne bands throughout the fol¬ 

lowing autumn and winter, burning tipis and food stores and killing ponies 

whenever it caught a hostile band. By the end of spring, except for a few who 

went to Canada, almost all the Sioux and Cheyenne were on the reservations.^ 

These successful campaigns coincide almost exactly with the final destruction of 

first the great southern and then the great northern herds of bison, which were 
central to the life of the defeated tribes. 

Various Apache bands had defied the power of local agricultural tribes the 

Spanish, the Mexicans, and the United States for three centuries, raiding and 

pillaging at will. Ehiring the Civil War, an extremely ruthless campaign involving 

a general rising” by troops, citizens, and the settled tribes failed to end Apache 

raids. The Apache “scourge” was a fact of southwestern life until the eccentric 

General Crook mounted campaigns in the early 1870s and early 1880s using 

small mobile units consisting mostly of Indians (specifically Apaches) and sup¬ 

plied by mule rather than wagon trains. His units’ excellent scouting, relentless 

pursuit, and surprise attacks on encampments broke first the resistance of the 

Yavapai and Western Apaches and then the last “wild” bands of the Chiricahua 

Thus, m all its successful western campaigns, the U.S. Army employed primi¬ 

tive methods (and tribal warriors) backed by civilized resources to defeat natives 
who could match them only in the former. 

Even so, as we have already seen, not all civilized campaigns against primitives 

succeeded. For example, it was the most primitive portions of Celtic Europe that 

gave the Roman army the most difficulty.' ’ Despite being subjected to repeated 

mi itaiy campaigns by one of the finest civilized armies of any era, Scotland was 

never conquered; Ireland was simply left alone. The Roman conquest of interior 

and northern Spain demanded 200 years of almost constant warfare, during 

which the native Celnberian tribes first demonstrated the Spanish genius for 

small-scale warfare. These two centuries of extremely bitter and often unsuc¬ 

cessful pacification” campaigns occupied the full-time attention of four to six 

o ome s twenty-eight legions—as many as were posted to guard against en¬ 

croachment by the populous and aggressive Parthian (Persian) Empire. Simi- 

arly for over a century, the small predatory tribes of the Alps survived periodic 

pacification campaigns by the very same Roman armies that had rapidly de- 

eated the more civilized societies around and beyond them. The nomads of 

North Africa also gave Rome considerable trouble and ruined many military 

reputations. In general, the Roman legions performed much better against 

civilized opponents who “fought fair” than against the more barbarous tribes¬ 

men and provincial guerrillas who did not 

Although it did not hinge on anything that could properly be called a cam¬ 

paign, the fate of the Norse colonists in Viniand and Greenland provides no 

support for the notion that civilized people possessed inherent military superi¬ 

ority. Viking accounts (discussed earlier) record that they were driven from 

Viniand by the hostile natives. But three centuries later something even worse 

befell them, when southward-migrating Thule Inuit (Eskimo) reached a long- 

established but declining Norse colony in southwestern Greenland. The last 

written Norse records recount attacks by die Skraelings, and an expedition 

mounted from the Eastern Settlement to reconquer the Western Settlement 

from the Inuit found it completely deserted. The unequivocal traditions of the 

Inuit, not recorded until 1850, claim that their ancestors administered the coup 

de grice to the fading Norse colonies in the course of mutual raids and massa¬ 

cres. Archaeology also suggests that the Inuit may have played a role in the final 

disappearance of the Eastern Settlement.18 In these first military conflicts be¬ 

tween the warriors of the New and Old Worlds, all the spoils belonged to the 

Americans. 

Also in the fourteenth century, the Neolithic Gaunche tribesmen of the 

Canary Islands, armed only with wooden spears and stones for throwing, re¬ 

pulsed several French, Portuguese, and Spanish campaigns of conquest19 The 

Gran Canaria Guanches held out against these various conquistadors for almost 

a century and a half (1342-1483). Tenerife resisted until 1496 after pushing 

two invading Spanish armies into the sea. The prolonged resistance of these 

Stone Age tribes compares very favorably with the swift defeats suffered by the 

highly civilized Aztecs and Incas at the hands of Spanish invaders a few decades 

later. Similarly, the tlwiJd tribes” of tropical South America defeated many Inca, 

Spanish, and Portuguese campaigns of conquest, as often as not, by completely 

annihilating the armies sent against them.20 

The story was no different in North America. In one case, an early Spanish 

expedition sent from New A4exico to overawe the ever-troublesome Plains 

tribes (and detach them from any connection with French traders) was wiped 

out by the Pawnees in eastern Nebraska.21 The Seminoles of Florida were never 

completely conquered by the U.S. Army, and it is hardly hyperbole to claim that 

tourists, armed only with tasteless clothing, have done a better job. One of the 

biggest American successes was obtained in 1839 when a corrupt Indian agent 

“bought out” a tough Seminole chief named Billy Bowlegs; when he left for 

exile in Oklahoma, he was reconciled ro his defeat by fifty slaves and $100,000 

in gold. A century after tire Seminole War petered out in the early 1840s, 

Florida Seminoles plausibly (but unsuccessfully) claimed exemption from con- 
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scription during World War II because they belonged to a sovereign and never 

subjugated enemy “nation,” After several years of dogged raiding by Chief Red 

Cloud’s Sioux and Cheyenne warriors, the United States conceded the Boze¬ 

man Trail and die Powder River,country it transited in the Treaties of 1868, 

admittedly because there was an alternative (but longer) route to the Montana 

mines. If not every civilized campaign in the New World was a success, it must 

be conceded that the great majority were. Bur the reasons for these victories had 

little lo do with tactics, and even logistics and economics may have been irrele¬ 

vant to the results. 

As the ecological historian Alfred Crosby points out, European conquerors of 

the “brave new worlds” of the Americas, Australia, the Pacific islands, and the 

isolated extremities of the Old World were aided by invisible but overpowering 

allies.22 These silent partners included viruses, bacteria, seed plants, and mam¬ 

mals that disseminated death and triggered ecological transformations that deci¬ 

mated native manpower and disrupted traditional economies. These insidious 

conquistadors spread far more rapidly and were many times more deadly than 

the human conquerors who followed in their wake. The deaths meted out by 

measles, influenza, and (especially) smallpox far exceeded in magnitude the 

deaths inflicted by the weapons of the Europeans. For example, the highest 

estimates for the number of Aztecs killed in combat during the Spanish Con¬ 

quest (mosdy by the Spaniards* Indian allies) are about 100,000, whereas in the 

decade following, introduced diseases killed at least 4 million and perhaps more 

than 8 million central Mexicans.23 Many groups in these new worlds commonly 

lost a third to half of their populations just in the initial epidemic. Certainly, far 

less effort was needed to defeat adversaries who had just watched half of their 

comrades and families die of an alien and untreatable disease or had seen the 

mainstays of their economy choked out by the weeds and feral animals of the 

invaders. Crosby concludes that the celebrated victories of the small armies of 

Cortez and Pizarro over the populous Aztec and Inca civilizations were “in large 

part the triumphs of the virus of smallpox.” The Yukaghir hunter-gatherers of 

Siberia had no doubt about why the Russians had been able to overpower them. 

They claimed that the Russians had brought with them a box containing small¬ 

pox, which, when opened, filled the land with smoke, and ‘the people began to 

die.” 
Crosby makes several historical comparisons that illustrate how essential 

these biological weapons were to European military success.24 Despite using 

very primitive military technologies and tactics, possessing resources (such as 

spices, gold, and ivory) that excited the greed of Europeans* and being far closer 

to Europe than to temperate South America or Australia, many tribal areas were 

not conquered by Europeans until the late in the nineteenth and early in die 

twentieth century. What distinguished these resistant regions (the prime exam¬ 

ple being tropical Africa) from those rapidly subdued by Europeans during the 

previous four centuries was the natural immunity of their populations to Eur¬ 

asian diseases and, in some areas, endemic diseases co which Europeans were 

especially susceptible. Also, European commensal species (such as rats and 

cattle) either were already native to these regions or could not survive there 

(such as rabbits and many weeds). Where disease-resistant tribal populations 

were established in the New World—for instance, the “Bush Negroes” of the 

Guianas—they were victorious over their seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

European foes.25 In other words, where Europeans were deprived of their 

biological advantages, their supposed military superiority was useless. Only the 

advent of modem medicine and public hygiene, the steamship, repeating rifles, 

and machine guns gave Europeans overwhelming advantages in health, logistics, 

and firepower over all tribal adversaries. In the face of these facts, the claim that 

the superior tactics and military discipline of Europeans gained them dominion 

over primitives in the Americas, Oceania, and Siberia is so inflated that it would 

be comic were not the facts that contradict it so tragic. 

Primitive warriors often more quickly appreciated the militaiy potential of 

civilized weapons than did soldiers long familar with them. The Indians of New 

England, in contrast to the first European colonists, preferred the flindock to the 

matchlock musket, loading and using the flintlock in such a way as to much 

improve its accuracy and deadliness in combat.26 In a more recent example, 

whereas civilized soldiers took a decade or more to translate powered flight into 

a means of inflicting death and destruction, some New Guinea tribesmen 

grasped its possibilities in only a matter of minutes.27 The Eipo ofhighland Irian 

Jaya were first contacted by an ethnographer (Wulf Schiefenhovel of the Max 

f Planck Institute) and his pilot, who landed their small plane among the tribes- 

1 men. Despite never having seen an airplane before, the tribal leader imme¬ 

diately asked for a ride, a request that was granted. When finally seated, he said 

that he wanted to bring a few heavy stones with him on the the flight Asked what 

the rocks were for, he replied that if he were flown over the village of his 

enemies, he would drop these rocks on them. Although his request for a bomb¬ 

ing raid was not granted, this tribal Billy Mitchell had immediately recognized 

the militaiy value of aerial bombardment—far more quickly than the military 

leaders of the civilized nations that created and developed the airplane. These 

leaders assigned the first military aircraft to unarmed observational roles. 

In the present day, the tactics, objectives, and practices typical of primitive 

war survive in civilized contexts under another name: guerrilla warfare. Like 

their tribal counterparts, guerrilla units are part-time, weakly disciplined bands 

of lightly armed volunteers. They prefer hit-and-run raids and ambushes to 

formal battles, and they rely heavily on their mobility, excellent intelligence, and 

knowledge of terrain to exploit the advantages of stealth and suiprise. Guerrillas 
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gain territory by harassing and terrorizing their enemies into abandoning it. 

Because of the lightness of their weapons and the weakness of their logistics, 

they are usually thwarted tactically by fortifications that they cannot take by 

either assault or siege. But they can sometimes maintain a strategic siege by 

harassing a fort’s supply lines, as Chief Red Cloud did against Fort Abraham 

Lincoln on the Bozeman Trail. Antiguerrilla warfare requires exactly the same 

tactical adjustments by conventional armies as were adopted to counter tribal 

warriors. Defeating guerrillas is virtually impossible by purely military means; 

almost invariably, political and economic methods must also be employed. 

American GIs in Vietnam acknowledged the similarity between tribal raiders 

and guerrillas when they ruefully termed their own fortified encampments “Fort 

Apaches” and Viet Cong-controlled areas “Indian country.” The connection 

was even more direct for the Soviets in Afghanistan, who could not do any better 

against actual tribesmen than the British had a century before. Since guerrilla 

wars have long been recognized as especially destructive, prolonged, costly, and 

murderous, it is very curious that primitive warfare, being almost identical in 

means and methods, could ever be regarded as frivolous. 

Indeed, every successful guerrilla campaign, however rare, is a demonstration 

chat there is nothjng contemptible about primitive military techniques. The 

nineteenth century witnessed some notably successful guerrilla campaigns, in¬ 

cluding the “Spanish Ulcer,” which Napoleon could not cure, and the defeat of 

the best units of Maximilian's army (mostly French) by the Juaristas in 

Mexico.28 In this century, guerrillas have been victorious over conventional 

forces more often than, they have lost,29 The fact that most guerrillas who lost 

either lacked or were cut off from logistical support by a larger and more 

modem economy highlights the only real weakness of primitive warfare and the 

decisive advantage of the civilized version. As the military truism asserts, 

Amateurs discuss tactics while professionals discuss logistics.” 

The elaborate tactics, complex organization, and strict discipline of civilized 

armies are not just irrelevant rituals or irrational customs. But the techniques of 

civilized war are focused on winning battles, whereas those of tribesmen and 

guerrillas are devoted to winning everything else, especially wars. In many cases, 

primitive warfare requires long periods of rime—even generations—to gain its 

ends, whereas the goal of civilized war is the extremely elusive “knock-out 

blow.”30 Civilized techniques are much more effective when the fighting is 

between civilized foes who field large formations of more or less equal size and 

employ heavy and complex weaponry. This fact is demonstrated by the success 

of European and European-led armies over those of Asian states during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.31 But in World War II, the superior weap¬ 

onry and tactics of the Germans and the suicidal courage and superior discipline 

of the Japanese were eventually ground into powder by the overwhelming weight 
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of the Allies' manpower and industrial productivity. These twentieth-century 

cases, as well as those of the American Confederacy and of Napoleonic France 

in the nineteenth century, demonstrate that faith in “superior” (civilized) mili¬ 

tary techniques, elan, and discipline as a substitute for a larger population and a 

stronger economy is criminally insane. 

The superiority of the disciplined mass formations and arcane military tech¬ 

niques of civilization over the looser methods of primitives is elusive, if not 

illusory. A broad survey of warfare indicates that (in the short term or tactically) 

superior numbers or fortifications and (in the long term or strategically) a larger 

population and better logistics are the keys to victory. In fact, primitive tactics 

are superior, since civilized forces must adopt most of them—despite already 

possessing an often stupendous superiority in weapons, manpower, and sup¬ 

plies—in order to triumph over primitive or guerrilla adversaries. Remark¬ 

ably, the armies of civilization inevitably suffer some severe and embarrassing 

defeats before these truths dawn on their commanders. In two full decades of 

determined fighting, neither the French nor the Americans could defeat the 

guerrillas of Southeast Asia. But together in the Persian Gulf War, with but a 

fraction of the strength they employed in Indochina, they decimated one of the 

largest and best-equipped conventional armies in the world in just three 

months.32 In contrast to the Iraqi army's performance in the Gulf War, the 

Apaches survived civilized military pressure for almost 300 years and were 

defeated only by primitive methods—literally by other Apaches wearing U.S. 

Army uniforms. Where is Tactic's sting and Discipline's dominion? 
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The Harvest of Mars 

The Casualties of War 

Although anthropologists have paid some attention to 

the actual conduct of primitive warfare, until very re 

cently they seldom documented or examined its direct 

effects. Like those Soviet planners who believed that one big 

factory was always better than a host of smaller ones, West¬ 

erners have a tendency to equate size with efficiency. But 

efficiency is a ratio, not an absolute. Effects are most profit¬ 

ably assessed in relation to the effort invested in obtaining 

them, yiewed in proportionate terms, how effective is pre¬ 

civilized warfare in wreaking death and destruction on ene¬ 

mies or in exacting profits from victory? This is the question 

to which we now turn. 

PRISONERS AND CAPTIVES 

It is extremely uncommon to find instances among nonstate 

groups of recognizing surrender or taking adult male pris¬ 

oners. Adult males who fell into the hands of their ene¬ 

mies were usually immediately dispatched.1 The Mae Enga i 
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tribesmen of highland New Guinea provide a typical example. When a Mae 

bnga wamor was seriously wounded by an arrow or a javelin, his adversaries 

would charge forward to chop him literally to pieces with their axes. To save 

then wounded from such a gruesome and culturally humiliating death, com¬ 

rades would surround them so that they could be guided or carried to the rear 

but the usual eagerness to dispatch enemy wounded was such that slightly 

wounded warriors would sometimes feign greater debility in order to draw their 

reckless opponents forward into flanking crossfire.2 Aimed or unarmed adult 

males were killed without hesitation in batdes, raids, or the routs following 

battles m the great majority of primitive societies. Surrender was not a practical 

opnon for adult tribesmen because survival after capture was unthinkable. 

The reasons for this no-prisoners policy were seldom articulated by its prac- 

txoners. In many cases, it was simply tradition, a practice so common and 

muversal that it needed no explanation. For example, during the 1879 Anglo- 

Zulu War, a British officer asked some Zulu prisoners why he should not kill 

them, as Zulus always killed British who fell into their hands. One prisoner 

answered, “There is a very good reason why you should not kill us. We kill you 

because it is the custom of Black men but it isn’t the White men’s custom.”2 

Impressed by this appeal to the power of custom, the officer spared these Zulu 

prisoners. Overall, however, British soldiers were quick to abandon civilized 

constraints with regard to Zulu captives when it became evident that no reci¬ 

procity was forthcoming. Beyond the proximate cause of convention, one can 

only speculate about the ultimate reasons that male prisoners were seldom taken 

in primitive warfare. The most likely reason is that enemy warriors were unlikely } 

to accept captivity without attempting violent escapes or revenge; thus holding : 

them capti ve required levels of vigilance and upkeep that most tribal societies 
were unable or unprepared to provide. 

A few cultures occasionally took men captive only to sacrifice them to their ~ 

gods or torture them to death later.* Among the Iroquoian tribes of the North¬ 

east, captured warriors were often subject to preliminary torture during the 

return journey of a war pany. When the party arrived at the home village, the 

prisoners were beaten by running the gaundec into che village. At a council 

the wamor prisoners who survived these initial torments were distributed to 

Iamil.es who had recently lost men in warfare. After these prisoners were ritually 

adopted and given the name of the family’s dead member, they were usually 

tortured to death over several days. The victim was expected to display great 

fortitude dining these torments—taunting his torturers and expressing con¬ 

tempt for their efforts. When the prisoner was dead, some parts of his body were 

eaten (usually including his heart) by his murderers. Archaeological finds of 

human bones in prehistoric Iroquoian kitchen middens indicate that it was also a 

pre-Columbian practice.5 Similar treatment was inflicted on captives by various 

Tupi groups in South America; in some tribes, the tortured prisoner was dis¬ 

patched by children using arrows or axes, and the boys’ hands were then dipped 

in the victim’s blood to symbolize their duty to become warriors. Later destruc¬ 

tion of male captives by ritual torture, sacrifice, or cannibalism (Chapter 7) 

has been recorded for the Maoris and Marquesans of Polynesia, Fijians, a 

few North American tribes, several South American groups, and various New 

Guinea groups.6 This fate was usually reserved for only a few enemy warriors— 

usually chiefs or other men of renown. The majority of captured foes were 

simply executed without further ceremony. These elaborate customs, however 

gruesome, merely delayed or prolonged the inevitable destruction of enemy 

males. 

In some societies, of course, blood kin and in-laws who met one another in 

combat would try to avoid harming one another. In highland New Guinea, for 

example, a warrior who spotted a relative on the other side might move to 

another part of the battle line or might point this relative out to his comrades, 

asking them to spare him (a protection that was usually only temporary).7 The 

underlying motive was to avoid having a relative’s or in-law’s blood on one’s 

hands—not necessarily to save him from harm. In most primitive combat, ad¬ 

versaries neither gave nor expected quarter from anyone. 

However, some East African tribes did recognize surrender because the 

practice of ransoming prisoners with cattle was common. Among the Meru 

herdsmen of Kenya, a warrior wishing to surrender lifted his spear above his 

head and shouted “Take cattle!” But if his opponents had deaths to avenge, 

acceptance of his capitulation was by no means a foregone conclusion. The 

custom of capturing adult males and incorporating them into a tribe was ex¬ 

tremely rare anywhere.8 The Shawnee and Fox tribes of the United States (and 

very occasionally a few other tribes in the Northeast) spared only those male 

captives who had survived the hardships and tortures inflicted during their 

journey to their captors’ village and who were immediately claimed by families 

who needed replacements for war casualties. A few South American petty 

chiefdoms saved some captive young men and married them to the daughters of 

their captors, in order to incorporate them as a despjsed “servile” class. The 

Nuer of Sudan adopted boys captured from their enemies (the Dinka), and 

women of marriageable age and girls were incorporated less formally. On the 

other hand, old women and babies captured in Nuer raids were dubbed to death 

and their bodies burned with the Dinka huts. Dinka adult males were simply 

killed.9 Groups that used or sold war captives as slaves usually preferred to 

subjugate women and children and therefore immediately dispatched all adult 

male captives.10 In general* the primitive warrior had only three means of 

surviving combat: an arranged truce, victory, or (in defeat) fleetness of foot. 

In some primitive societies, women were spared injury or capture by enemy 
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warriors.11 Even in societies where women were often slain in the small raids 

and rare wild slaughters attending massacres and routs, they could enjoy re¬ 

markable immunity from harm on formal battlefields. In Kapauku battles in 

New Guinea, for instance, married women wandered freely about the battlefield 

collecting arrows to resupply their men, “as if they were harvesting potatoes or 

cucumbers,” and even acting as scouts or lookouts. Unmarried Kapauku girls 

had to be more circumspect because if caught by the enemy, they might be 

raped. When Tuareg tribesmen of the Sahara were defeated near their encamp¬ 

ments, they bolted, Leaving their women and children in the hands of their 

enemies. This behavior reflected the Tuaregs* expectation, given their own 

customs, that women and children were inviolable in warfare.12 Such chivalrous 

behavior toward women and children was, however, not the norm among non¬ 

state groups. 

The capture of women was one of the spoils of victory—and occasionally one 

of the primary aims of warfare—for many tribal warriors. In many societies, if 

the men lost a fight, the women were subject to capture and forced incorpora¬ 

tion into the capioris society. Most Indian tribes in western North America at 

least occasionally conducted raids to capture women.13 The social position of 

captive women varied widely among cultures, from abject slaves to concubines 

to secondary wives to full spouses. In a few cases, female captives could be 

ransomed or, of course, escape.M In situations where ransom or escape were not 

possible, the treatment of captive young women amounted to rape, whether 

actual violence was used against them to enforce cohabitation with their captors 

or was only implicit in their situation. 

Sometimes the number of captive women held by a group represented a 

considerable proportion of its female population. According to their traditions, 

the Island Caribs of the Lesser Antilles had conquered these islands a century 

before Columbus by exterminating the resident Arawak men and taking the 

women for wives. After a few generations, there developed a peculiar linguistic 

situation in which the women and children spoke Arawak to one another, but the 

men spoke a corrupt form of Carib among themselves and to the women.15 

Although the loss of even a large percentage of males will have no direct 

influence on a group*s demographic fortunes (whatever the effect on its military 

viability may be), the loss or gain of fertile women can mean the difference 

between population decline and growth.16 

Female captives were also very valuable economically. In many societies, 

women*s Labor provided the greater part of staple food. In California, acorns (a 

dietary staple) were gathered and processed by women. On the Pacific North¬ 

west Coast, women performed the time-consuming but essential work of clean¬ 

ing and drying salmon, which could be caught only during brief annual runs but 

were a staple food year-round. Since salmon were not difficult to locate or to 

%1 

catch, one man could supply several women with full-time work. Throughout 

Melanesia, gardening and pig rearing were female specialties. The widespread 

practice of polygamy indicates that many societies found that having several 

adult women in a household was not burdensome but was usually an economic 

boon. It became even more of an advantage if the additional women could be 

acquired without the costs of a bride-price or interfering in-laws. 

Of course, many tribal societies took no prisoners and retained no captives of 

any sex or age.17 The Chemehuevi of the Southwest and several tribes in 

California spared no one. Perhaps the harshest treatment of captives was meted 

out in Polynesia. The Tahitians are described as leaving etiemy children pinned 

to their mothers with spears or “pierced through the head and strung on cords.** 

The Maoris sometimes disabled captive women so that they could not escape, 

permitting the warriors to rape, kill, and eat them when it was more convenient 

to do so. Even in societies where captives were taken, once general killing 

started It could be difficult to stop. For example, in an Asmat head-hunting raid 

in New Guinea, anyone interested in saving a woman or child as a captive 

(something rarely done) experienced considerable difficulty in preventing his 

overexcited comrades from dispatching his chosen prisoners.18 

In general, nonstate groups preserved the lives of captives only when some 

material benefit would accrue; this approach generally limited the persons 

spared to women and children. States, by contrast, often have a strong material 

interest in preserving the lives of defeated enemies—even adult males—because 

they can become tax- and tribute-paying subjects, serfs, or slaves. The life¬ 

preserving rituals of formal surrender and widespread official distaste for killing 

noncombatants are expressions of this interest. Economically, the state is usually 

best served by the submission of its enemies, not by genocide. The atrocities 

that do occur in civilized warfare usually happen when commanders lose control 

of their soldiers, whose primary motive may be the primitive one of avenging 

combat losses or previous real or fictive enemy atrocities. And slaughters of 

noncombatants can occur as a matter of policy, when the policymakers them¬ 

selves are consumed by ethnic hatred or when they make a calculated attempt to 

use state terrorism to cow a conquered populace. 

The reaction of the German government during the Herero-Nama uprising 

in Southwest Africa in 1904 is an example of the self-interested mercy of states 

and of the conditions under which it fails. The local military governor, General 

von Trotha, issued an extermination order against the Hereros. The imperial 

chancellor and the German colonial office successfully demanded that this 

order be countermanded by the Kaiser: it was inhumane, was bad for public 

relations, and (perhaps most important) would “undermine the potential for 

development** by eliminating native labor. The governor, his troops, and the 

German colonists paid Little heed to the Kaiseris order, however. When the 
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Figure 6.1 War fatality rates (percentage of population killed per annum) for various 
prestate and civilized societies (see Appendix, Tabic 6.1). 

shown for civilized stares overestimate the deadl loess of combat, since most war 

deaths were caused by disease until very recently. For example* two-thirds of 

the deaths suffered by the Union armed forces during the Civil War were due to 

disease.22 Such disease casualties are included in the war death rates for civi¬ 

lized states but not in those of primitive groups. Moreover, many civilized war 

deaths were the result of accidents involving horses, vehicles, and weapons. For 

example, approximately 20 percent of British deaths in the Crimean War and 14 

percent in the Boer War were accidental.23 The deaths recorded for the primi¬ 

tive groups were all the direct result of wounds suffered in combat and inflicted 

by the enemy. Were such noncombat deaths deleted from the civilized rates 

given in Figure 6.1, the terrible deadliness of primitive compared with modern 

combat would be even more one-sided. 

But what of civilian deaths from disease or starvation resulting from the 

disruptions and dislocations caused by war? Again such deaths are included in 

the civilized rates but not in those of the primitive groups. These are difficult to 
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Figure 6.2 Percentage of male (upper) and all (lower) deaths caused by warfare in 

various societies (see Appendix, Table 6.2). 

calculate for modem states, and no figures are available for any primitive society. 

However, they were probably just as common in primitive warfare as in the 

civilized variety. For example, the ethnographer of the Mae Enga of New 

Guinea describes the wartime consequences of the “sudden and forced move¬ 

ments of women and children, the elderly and the ill, over difficult terrain in 

bleak and often wet weather”: 

We simply do not know how many infants and old people succumb to pneumonia in 

these flights, how many refugees are drowned when trying to cross boulder-strewn 

torrents, how many already sick and weak people die because food supplies are 

interrupted. These less obvious costs of war, 1 believe, accumulate significantly 

through time and . . . have played their pan in effecting a relatively low rate of 

population growth in the recent past.24 

One may also quickly dispose of the argument that these high casualty rates 

only reflect contact between tribal peoples and Westerners by citing the very 

similar proportions of violent deaths documented in several prehistoric popula¬ 

tions (Figure 62).15 My own first excavation training was on a prehistoric village 

site on the San Francisco Bay in California. Thou sand-year-old skeletons with 

obsidian arrowheads embedded in the bones, missing heads, and other signs of 

violent death were so common that our excavation crew referred to burials as 

“bad sights.” As a matter of fact, one distinctive characteristic of this period in 

central Californian prehistory is that about 5 percent of all human skeletons 

contain embedded arrowheads—which, of course, represent only the most ob¬ 

vious evidence of death in warfare. The actual percentage of violent deaths must 

have been much higher. Indeed, several of these prehistoric cases seriously 

underestimate the number of violent deaths because only individuals with pro¬ 

jectiles in their bones are counted as war deaths. Judging from the Gebel 

Sahaba cemetery, where only 25 percent of the skeletons chat show signs of 

arrow wounds have the points so embedded, the real proportion of war deaths in 

the California and Scandinavian cases in Figure 6.2 probably ranged from about 

7 percent to as much as 40 percent of all deaths. Contrary to arguments that 

tribal violence increased after contact with Europeans, the percentage of burials 

in coastal British Columbia bearing evidence of violent traumas was .actually 

lower after European contact (13 percent from 1774 to 1874) than the very high 

levels (20 to 32 percent) evidenced in the prehistoric periods.26 It is clear from 

these archaeological examples that the casualty rates recorded by ethnographers 

are neither improbable nor exceptional. Tribal peoples needed no instructions 

or inducements from Europeans to make Teal war. 

But how can such high losses be reconciled with the low casualty rates 

generally observed in primitive battles, where action is often broken off when 

both sides have suffered a few dead? Part of the answer lies in the higher sortie 

rate of primitive warriors. As was noted earlier, warfare occurs much more 

frequently in most primitive societies than in civilized ones. Thus a relatively low 

loss rate per war, battle, or raid can cumulate very rapidly to catastrophic levels. 

Suppose that a tribe with 100 warriors breaks off fighting or arranges a truce in a 

battle after the loss of just 5 percent dead or mortally wounded. If such battles 

occurred about four times a year, the cumulative loss in just five years would be 

64 percent, leaving only about 36 warriors alive to defend the group. Given a 

high frequency of warfare, likely losses due to small raids and ambushes, and 

other sources of losses to warrior strength from accidents or disease, no small 

group could afford to accept losses in battle exceeding 2 percent Even that loss 

rate per fight, if battles take place four times a year, would reduce the group’s 

fighting strength by a third in just five years. "When debilitating wounds that do 

not result in death are also taken into account, it becomes clear why warriors 
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primitive wars. Instances of tribes or subtribes being driven to extinction by 

persistent tribal warfare have been recorded from several areas of the world,32 

Such genocides were sometimes accomplished by a single surprise massacre, on 

other occasions by longer-term attrition from repeated raids, or by a combina¬ 

tion of both. The case of the Woriau Maring of New Guinea illustrates one 

method by which such annihilations were accomplished, and it also indicates 

why such occurrences tend to be rare. As was mentioned in Chapter 4, a favorite 

raid tactic in highland New Guinea consisted of stealthily surrounding the 

men’s houses of an enemy, setting them afire, and killing all those who 

emerged. Usually, one Maring clan had insufficient manpower to attack all of an 

enemy’s men’s houses simultaneously and had to retreat in the face of counter¬ 

attacks from the unattacked houses after killing a few men. In the Woriau case, 

two enemy clans allied themselves for the attack and were able to cover every 

house, annihilating the Woriau’s manpower in a single day. The defenseless 

survivors then dispersed and ceased to exist as a collective group. Indeed, social 

extinction in tribal societies seems not to have entailed the killing of every 

person in the victimized group; rather, after a significant portion of the group 

(including most of its adult men) was killed, the surviving remnants were incor¬ 

porated into the societies of the victors or into friendly groups with whom they 

sought refuge. Thus a social or linguistic entity was destroyed, if not necessarily 

the whole of the biological population that composed it. These may be social 

versions of “the death of a thousand cuts,” but they are extinctions just the 

same. 

The high war death rates among most nonstate societies are obviously the 

result of several features of primitive warfare; the prevalence of wars, the high 

proportion of tribesmen who face combat, the cumulative effects of frequent but 

low-casualty batdes, the unmitigated deadliness and very high frequency of 

raids, the catastrophic mortalities inflicted in general massacres, the customary 

killing of all adult males, and the often atrocious treatment of women and 

children. For these reasons, a member of a typical tribal society, especially a 

male, had a far higher probability of dying “by the sword” than a citizen of an 

average modem state. 

One author has very liberally estimated that more than 100 million people 

have died from all war-related causes (including famine and disease) on our 

planet during this century.33 These deaths could be regarded as the price 

modem humanity has paid for being divided into nation-states. Yet this appall¬ 

ing figure is twenty Limes smaller than the losses that might have resulted if the 

world’s population were still organized into bands, tribes, and chiefdoms.34 A 

typical tribal society lost about about .5 percent of its population in combat each 

year (Figure 6.1). Applying this casualty rate to the earth’s twentieth-century 

populations predicts more than 2 billion war deaths since 1900. Unlike a nuclear 
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holocaust, such “back-to-natuxe” scenarios are certainly imaginary, but so is the 

idea thar primitive war is not lethal, 

WOUNDS AND THEIR TREATMENT 

At wbat rate have nonfatal wounds been inflicted in primitive combat? Are these 

rates higher or lower than those suffered in civilized warfare? Unfortunately, 

such figures for primitive groups are very scarce.35 In one inconclusive New 

Guinea battle, by actual count, one Mae Enga clan suffered 40 percent of its 

warriors killed and wounded—which the clan regarded as a normal casualty 

rate. The large number of wound scars generally borne by Mae Enga men 

demonstrate that they were often wounded. Over half of the wounds suffered 

were on the limbs, however, and were not considered very serious. Similarly, a 

Mohave Indian war party was expected to suffer about 30 percent casualties in 

an average battle. Of course, victims caught by small raiding parties were very 

unlikely to survive the encounter, since they were usually outnumbered and 

often unarmed. In contrast, in an average Civil War battle, only 12 to 15 percent 

of the combatants were killed and wounded; even at Gettysburg, the Union 

forces engaged lost only 21 percent and the Confederates 30 percent to death or 

wounds.36 On the terrible first day of the Somme battle in 1916, about 40 

percent of the thirteen attacking British divisions became casualties.39 The 

scant available evidence, then, indicates that, at least in formal battles, tribal 

warriors were wounded about as often as soldiers in the bloodiest modem 

battles. 

Although just as high a proportion of those engaged in primitive battles may 

be wounded, fewer in proportion are killed outright than is usually the case in 

modem battles (Figure 4.1). For instance, in Mae Enga formal battles, which 

were primarily firelights, only one man was killed for' every ten to thirty 

wounded. Approximate ratios of killed to wounded for some modern battles are 

1:5 at Gettysburg and in the battles for Atlanta, 1:3 for one particular British 

battalion at Waterloo, and 1:2 for the British at the Somme.38 The casualness 

with which Mae Enga wamors viewed most of their wounds suggests that those 

inflicted by unpoisoned missiles (which many tribes used exclusively) were 

seldom immediately serious. Only wounds to the neck, chest, belly, and groin 

were greatly feared.39 

Of course, some primitive and ancient battles were exceptionally deadly. The 

Mohave, who closed with the enemy and fought with deadlier shock weapons 

(lances and clubs), suffered an estimated two wounded for every battlefield 

death. Casualty estimates for the losing side in several Macedonian and Roman 

battles identify the number of killed as equaling or exceeding the number of 

wounded.40 As statistics for the Mohave case and for ancient European battles 

indicate, wounds from shock weapons tend to be much more deadly than 

wounds from untainted missiles. In the same way, a single hit from a bullet, 

bomb blast, or shell fragment is much more likely to mortally wound or kill 

outright than is a single strike from an unpoisoned javelin or arrow. Thus the 

higher ratios of dead to wounded noted for modem and ancient civilized battles 

reflect of the greater lethality of modem gunpowder and aocient shock weapons. 

But if modern gunpowder weapons are more deadly, how is it that even in 

hardest-fought modem battles the casualty rates (about 30 to 40 percent) are 

generally no higher and sometimes even lower than those inflicted with primi¬ 

tive fire weapons? The main difficulty is that the enemy in modem warfare 

usually refuses to cooperate by exposing himself in large concentrations where 

he can be found, aimed at, and killed en masse by the deadly but ponderous 

weapons of modem war. To put it bluntly, soldiers have a natural tendency to 

“duck.” Only when modem soldiers cooperate through gross stupidity (as they 

did during the first few months of World War I, by charging in mass formations 

into machine guns and rapid-firing artillery), does the latent lethality of modem 

weapons become manifest.4 J Whatever the potential destructiveness of such 

weapons, against even a moderately uncooperative enemy, thousands of shells 

and bullets must be fired just to wound a single person. Against thoroughly 

unobliging enemies who fight in the primitive fashion, including modem guer¬ 

rillas, the stupendous paraphernalia of modem war is often useless. 

One possible explanation of the high war death rates of primitive societies is 

that because of their poor medical practices, a greater proportion of primitive 

warriors subsequently died of wounds. But first consider that nineteenth- 

century France, which suffered most of its war casualties during the Napoleonic 

Wars, was used in comparison with primitive groups in Figures 6.1 and 6.2. 

This was a period when medicine practiced neither antisepsis nor anaesthesia. 

Military surgeons actually contributed to the fatality of wounds by “bleeding” 

wounded men, routinely amputating wounded limbs, probing uncleaned 

wounds with unsterile instruments, and immediately binding them tight with 

unsterilized bandages. All these standard early-nineteenth-century practices 

induced shock or increased the chances of infection. The wholesale prescription 

of powerful laxatives at the slightest provocation, often for soldiers already 

suffering from dysentery, can hardly have aided convalescence. With modem 

medical hindsight, it is clear that military medicine during the nineteenth cen¬ 

tury was worse than ineffective: it was positively harmful. 

In contrast, most primitive healers merely extracted the projectile, sometimes 

bathed the wounds, and commonly covered them with poultices of plants known 

to have healing properties. A recent pharmocologicai study of over 2,000 plant 
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extracts found that 61 percent had some antibiotic effect, iending support to the 

idea that these poultices would have been more helpful than the tight, unsanitary 

bandages of pre-twentieth~century military medicine.42 Another shamanistic 

treatment, common at least in NoTth America, involved sucking blood from the 

woundi where arrows were poisoned, this would have been a necessary precau¬ 

tion, but it would have helped to clean the wound in any case. The only surgical 

advantage that Western military doctors of the nineteenth century possessed 

over their primitive counterparts was their ability to stop massive bleeding from 

major arteries and veins. On the other hand, a number of prehistoric and recent 

chiefdoms practiced trepanation—removal of small pieces of the skull to treat 

cranial fractures—an operation that Western surgeons did not master until the 

late nineteenth century. Archaeological finds of skulls with multiple healed 

trepanation scars indicate that this operation often had a high rate of success.43 

Thus shamanistic treatments were, in many cases, harmless at worst and very 

efficacious at best 

Evidence also shows that the patients of nineteenth-century military doctors 

feared their incompetence. Civil War soldiers, for example, often concealed 

their wounds, preferring their own home remedies to the army surgeons' excru¬ 

ciating, fearsome, and often fatal treatments.44 Seriously wounded soldiers sel¬ 

dom had any choice in the matter, but others were somewhat luckier. In 1876, a 

Cheyenne brave, whose leg bones had been shattered by a bullet, was told by a 

U,S. Army doctor that his leg would have to be amputated to save his life. He 

refused and was instead treated by a Cheyenne medicine man. Both he and his 

leg survived, with the only lingering effect being a certain stiffness in his walk.45 

One may dismiss this case as a fluke; but overall, the limited surgery and salutary 

herbalism of shamans may well have saved more wounded men than the septic 

interventions and the shock-inducing amputations of nineteenth-century civi¬ 

lized surgeons. 

In addition, civilized soldiers often had to wait a long time for first aid. For 

example, after Waterloo, many of the British wounded were not collected until 

the following morning, and some live French wounded remained on the field 

two days later. By contrast, many (if not most) primitive warriors could obtain 

treatment minutes after suffering their wounds. As we have seen, tribal warriors 

made special efforts to protect wounded men and to move them out of danger in 

order to save them from certain death and mutilation. In New Guinea, older 

men and women, located immediately behind the battlefield, were available 

to dress wounds. In North America, shamans often accompanied war parties 

to work favorable magic and to treat wounds.46 Furthermore, convalescing 

wounded warriors enjoyed the interested care of family and friends, whereas 

civilized soldiers were subjected to the impersonal, often overburdened, and 

The Casualties of War 97 

indifferent ministrations of personnel at military hospital Sorely the former 

offered superior intensive care and psychological support. . 

The medical care given to wounded tribal warriors was thus no « “ 

some cases better, than that given to civil-zed soldters unnl this century. It is 

unlikely, then, that the high warfare death rates of pnrmbves can be explai by 

their supposedly inferior medical practices. 



SEVEN 

To the Victor 

The Profits and Losses 
of Primitive War 

In war, various possessions, representing wealth and the 

means of production, can be seized or destroyed to bene¬ 

fit attackers and harm defenders. Even from the corpses 

of the vanquished, the victors can extract gains and inflict 

losses on their foes. Both civilized and uncivilized adversaries 

experience the spoils and horrors of war in ways that extend 

far beyond the numbers of dead, wounded, and missing. 

MUTILATION AND TROPHY TAKING 

In Tahiti, a victorious warrior, given the opportunity, would 

pound his vanquished foe's corpse flat with his heavy war 

club, cut a slit through the well-crushed victim, and don him 

as a trophy poncho.1 This custom was extreme only to the 

extent that most tribal warriors were seldom so surreal in 

their mutilations or so unselective in their choice of trophies 

from the bodies of dreir dead enemies. There are both 

anthropological and archaeological reasons for discussing 

this type of behavior in the context of costs and gains. 
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Pe°p e m xnany cultures believe that improper treatment of a corpse can 

adversely affect the fate of the soul or spirit it once housed. For such people 

deeply felt in,unes could be.inflicted on them by mutilation of their dead’ 

Trophies such as scalps and heads were often included among the spoils of war 

because they were important tokens for reckoning male status or were thought 

a Wam°r’S fpiritUaJ power‘ Tte Sabis from such trophies could 

from ' H t0 m °°d 11116 thC nght t0 many> hi^her sta™> greater favor 
rom gods and spirits, mcreased spiritual power, and general well-being In 

cemm systems of belief, then, these gruesome pmcdces inflicted real costs and 

exacted real benefits. From an archaeological perspective, mutilated skeletons 

provide compelling evidence of prehistoric war, since few societies would muti- 

dfrcu'Z17 ThCSe PathCdC remai“ 1116 m0st endurin? 

By far the most common and widely distributed war trophy was the head or 

skuU of an enemy^The custom of taking heads is recorded from many cultures 

m New Guinea, Oceania, North America, South America, Africa, and ancient 

western Europe. The popularity of this practice is probably explained by the 

vtous fact that the head is the most individual part of the body. For warriors 

e wor over, the prestige or spiritual power accruing to the victor depended 

on the persona] qualities and reputations of his victims. More than any other 

h0 *.r’ 0f 3 VaJiquished foe an unequivocal token of die 
individual that had been overcome. Such trophies were so representative of the 

individual from whom they were taken that victors often spoke to their trophy 

heads by name, reviling and exulting over them. For example, an early mission- 

aiy in New Zealand heard a Maori warrior taunting the preserved head of an 
enemy chief in the following fashion: 

You wanted 10 run away, did you? but my men [war club] overtook you: and after you 

'coated-0 Id T ^ I™ my m°UCh' And where “ y°ur rather? he « 
oooked.—-and where is your brother? he is eaten:-and where is your wife? there she 

h “l! Wfe “fT Where are y0UJ ChiJdr£fl? there *** are<with 'oads on their backs, carrying food, as my slaves.3 

In Maori warfare decapitation marked the beginning, not the end, of a van- 
quished warrior's humiliation. 

The taking of trophy heads certainly occurred prehistoricaUy in several areas 

of the world.‘‘The 7,500-year-old caches of trophy heads found in Ofnet Cave 

m Germany have already been mentioned in earlier chapters. Several headless 

skeletons with cut-marks on their neck vertabrae indicating decapitation were 

recovered from a late prehistoric site in Illinois. Prehistoric chiefdoms in Cen¬ 

tal and South America left depictions of waniore taking and displaying trophy 
heads, as well as the heads themselves. g P V 
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The native North American custom of taking scalps is well known, although 

historical revisionists have popularized the notion that Indians only learned 

scalping from Europeans. Undoubtedly, the "scalp bounties’* offered by some 

colonial authorities did much to encourage scalping and helped spread the 

custom to a few tribes that had previously disdained the practice (such as the 

Apaches) or that instead took the whole head as a trophy (such as the Iroquois). 

Nevertheless, the custom of scalping enemy dead was observed at first contact 

among tribes ranging from New England to California and from parts of the 

subarctic down to northern Mexico.5 Scalps and scalping were embedded in the 

myth and rituals of so many tribes that the custom’s indigenous roots in North 

America are beyond serious question. For example, among the Pueblos of the 

Southwest, ‘Svamors1 societies” or "scalp societies” performed important cere¬ 

monial, social, and military functions; membership in them was restricted to 

men who had taken an enemy scalp. By contrast, the custom was unknown in 

ancient, medieval, and early modem Europe, where the preferred trophies were 

usually whole heads. Here again, archaeological evidence provides the decisive 

and unequivocal proof. Because the skin of the scalp is so thin, removing it from 

the skull leaves characteristic cut-marks on the cranial bones; such cut-marks 

have been found frequently on pre-Columbian skulls from many regions of 

North America.6 Indians were plainly the scalpers, and it was from them that the 

colonists learned the custom. However, it was the "civilized” Europeans who 

turned human scalps into an item of commerce. 

Less common trophies taken by tribes in various areas of the world included 

hands, genitals, teeth, and the long bones of the arms or legs.7 These long bones 

were made into flutes in South America and New Zealand. Several chiefdoms in 

Colombia kept the entire skins of dead enemies. Often the women who accom¬ 

panied their men to the battlefield flayed the victims. One group even stuffed 

these trophy skins, modeled the features of the victims in wax on their skulls, 

placed weapons in their hands, and set the reassembled trophy “in places of 

honor on special benches and tables within their households.”8 

The symbolic significance of trophies varied enormously from one culture to 

another. In some, they merely provided a tangible numerical measure of a 

warrior’s prowess. In others, they possessed magic powers that strengthened 

their possessor or transferred the victim’s spirit to the victor’s benefit. They 

might be necessary paraphernalia for rituals honoring deities, initiating 

youths, or cleansing their taker of the spiritual pollution of homicide. These 

items might degrade the victim, injure his afterlife, or enrage his survivors, 

as was the intention of the Paez of Colombia, who displayed the trophy 

penises of their enemies in order to “shame the foe.” Body-part trophies have 

meant some combination or all of these things to various societies. As is so often 

the case in an ethnographic survey, a fundamentally similar behavior pattern 
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displayed by many diverse groups conveys a huge range of meanings to its 

exhibitors. 

Even if no trophies were taken, mutilations were commonly inflicted on 

victims1 corpses—eyes removed, vbellies slit, genitals severed, features defaced, 

and so on—with a similar variety of significances.9 For example, the Zulus of 

South Africa slit a victim’s belly to release his spirit, thereby saving the killer 

from pollution and insanity. To express their contempt for the social group of an 

enemy, the Mae Enga of New Guinea mutilated his corpse by stuffing his 

severed penis in his mouth or, in the heat of battle, chopping him to pieces with 

axes. DifTerent Plains tribes mutilated their foes> corpses in characteristic ways 

as a kind of “signature”: the Sioux by cutting throats, the Cheyenne by slashing 

arms, the Arapaho splitting noses, and so on (Plate 2). In the aftermath of the 

Battle of the Little Bighorn, Indian women used marrow-cracking mallets to 

pound the faces of dead soldiers into pulp. Perhaps the most common mutila¬ 

tion was “overkill,*1 which involved shooting so many arrows into an enemy's 

body that he looked like a “human pin-cushion.11 In these cases, the disfigure¬ 

ments expressed hatred for the enemy and were meant to enrage surviving foes. 

Similar mutilations practiced on the bodies of the victims at Crow Creek in 

1325, at the Larson site in 1785, anti at Little Bighorn In 1876 show that the 

Plains' traditions of mutilation and scalp taking persisted for over 500 years.10 

Over 11,000 years ago, overkill with arrows was practiced by che enemies of 

the victims buried in the Gebel Sahaba cemetery in Egypt. Several adult 

skeletons—male and female—bore evidence of having been shot with between 

fifteen and twenty-five arrows. Another type of overkill involving ax blows was 

found on the Mesolithic trophy skulls at Ofhet, dating to 7,500 years ago. 

Several skulls had between four and seven ax holes, any one of which would 

have sufficed to cause death. Identical multiple ax traumas were found on the 

skulls of the Talheim Neolithic victims, dating to 7,000 years ago. 

Of course, mutilation and body-pan trophy taking have hardly disappeared 

from modem civilized warfare.11 The Third Colorado Cavalry, recruited from 

the dregs of Denver's populace, took scalps from the Cheyenne they massacred 

at Sand Creek in 1864 and displayed these immediately after the action to 

general acclaim in Denver. The human-hide lampshades produced at Nazi 

death camps are perhaps the modem era's preeminent symbol of evil. During 

the relentless fighting in the Pacific theater of World War II, Japanese mutilated 

Allied dead, and Americans soldiers extracted gold teeth as well as other tro¬ 

phies from the bodies of their enemies. Marine veteran E. B. Sledge, in a 

harrowing memoir of that war, compared-such behaviors to scalping and felt that 

they were motivated by a savage mutual hatred and thirst for revenge. Both sides 

in the Vietnam War occasionally mutilated enemy corpses, and there are ac¬ 

counts of American and Australian soldiers keeping Vietnamese ears as tro¬ 

phies. The impulse toward such behavior clearly has not disappeared in civilized 

warfare, even though It is no longer morally or legally acceptable. 

CANNIBALISM 

The most extreme mutilation inflicted on dead enemies is cannibalism. 

Anthropologists usually make a distinction between ritual and culinary cannibal¬ 

ism. Ritual cannibalism, which is the more common type, involves the consump¬ 

tion of only a portion of a corpse (sometimes after it has been reduced to ashes) 

for magical purposes. Culinaryt or gastronomic, cannibalism consists of eating 

human meat as food. Some scholars also distinguish starvation cannibalism, 

which may occur in famine conditions, from the culinary type. Since culinary 

cannibalism is strongly tabooed by many cultures, it has been a favorite pro¬ 

paganda accusation against unfriendly neighbors or distant strangers. Anthro¬ 

pological views of this phenomenon stretch from the neo-Hobbesian acceptance 

of almost all such accusations in the nineteenth century to the recent neo- 

Rousseauian denial that culinary cannibalism ever existed anywhere, except 

briefly under conditions of extreme starvation.12 Certainly, it appears that many 

of the societies accused of culinary cannibalism either were being slandered by 

their enemies or, at most, practiced ritual cannibalism. 

The diversity of opinion concerning the existence of culinary cannibalism 

exists because most anthropologists have had to rely primarily on the testimony 

of interested witnesses, such as missionaries, colonial administrators, and native 

propagandists. That wholesale consumption of humans would necessarily leave 

forensic circumstantial evidence for the archaeologist—in the form of human 

bones treated in the same fashion as the bones of nonhuman food mammals— 

seems to have escaped most students of cannibalism; archaeologists, with a few 

exceptions, have ignored the problem.13 However, there do seem to be some 

well-attested and self-admitted ethnographic instances of culinary cannibalism 

(or at least ritual cannibalism on such a large scale that it is indistinguishable 

from the former). Many of these cases are also supported by archaeological 

evidence.14 

Many tribes and chiefdoms in southern Central America and northeastern 

South America reputedly consumed large numbers of their dead foes and cap¬ 

tives.15 Notwithstanding some kind of magical or religious justification for can¬ 

nibalism, several of these groups seemed to have positively relished human 

flesh. One record reports that a Colombian chief and his retinue consumed the 

bodies of 100 enemies in a single day following a victory. In another chiefdom, 

war captives were kept in special enclosures and fattened before consumption. 

Many of these groups smoked or otherwise preserved human meat to be eaten 

later. The Ancerma of western Colombia reportedly lighted their gold mines 
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with lamps fueled by human fat and sold captives to their neighbors for use as 
food. 

Enemy corpses and captives were eaten on a similar scale in a few places in 

Oceania.16 On Fiji, one chief kept a tally of the number of bodies he had 

consumed by placing a stone for each victim in a line behind his house; the line 

stretched nearly 200 meters and contained 872 stones. Maori war parties sup¬ 

plemented their logistics and extended their campaigns by consuming enemy 

bodies and captives taken in battle. Several groups in New Guinea admitted to 

having conducted raids motived by the desire for human flesh. In many of these 

Oceanian cases, consistent archaeological data support the ethnographic de¬ 
scriptions. 

Culinary cannibalism was often attributed to West African tribes. But as with 

similar accusations elsewhere in the world, most cases proved to be exaggera¬ 

tions of ritual cannibalism or misinterpretations of customs that had nothing to 

do with cannibalism, such as preserving enemy skulls as war trophies or sharp- 

erting the front teeth for aesthetic or erotic purposes. Still, some tribes in the 

eastern Congo seem to have consumed the bodies of those killed in battle. 

Indeed, some Belgian colonial officers resigned themselves to tolerating the 

practice, even going so far as to claim it was useful and hygienic. None of the 

usual reasons for skepticism about these Congolese accounts are present, since 

they were recorded only in confidential diaries or in letters to discreet intimates 

(because the cannibal tribes were military allies of the Belgians).17 

Other instances of culinary cannibalism have been documented by archae¬ 

ology in places where, according to ethnographic sources, it was supposedly 

absent In the American Southwest, for example, twenty-five sites containing 

cannibalized human remains have been found.18 These assemblages of disar¬ 

ticulated human bones share a number of features: butchering cut-marks, skulls 

broken, long bones smashed for marrow extraction, bones burned or otherwise 

cooked, and disposal with other “kitchen*1 refuse. At these sites, the treatment 

of the human bones suspected to represent the remains of cannibal consump¬ 

tion are comparable in almost eveiy respect with the remains of nonhuman food 

animals. Almost all these occurrences are dated to Pueblo II and III times (a.d. 

900-1300), which were periods when droughts appear to have been frequent. 

The intensively studied remains from Mancos show various pathologies indica¬ 

tive of nutritional deficiencies. Cannibalism in the prehistoric Southwest in¬ 

volved too thorough a consumption of bodies to be merely ritual; instances seem 

to be too common to represent simple survival cannibalism, and yet they seem to 

occur when other foods might well have been scarce. Given the very fragmen¬ 

tary condition of the skeletons and the numerous traumas inflicted on them in 

the course of their consumption, it is usually difficult to tell whether violence 

accompanied the victims deaths. At one site, the rib of one victim had a projec¬ 

tile point embedded in it; at several sites, the cannibalism and some destruction 

of structures seem to have been contemporaneous. No one analyzing these 

bones has uncovered any evidence that the victims died nonviolently, and most 

analysts accept these cases as indications of intergroup violence. 

Another unexpected case comes from the Early Neolithic (3000-4000 B.c.) 

of southern France.19 Several concentrations of disarticulated human bones 

were found at Fontebregoua Cave, showing all of the characteristics noted for 

the American Southwest cases. Several other plausible cases in Europe date to 

the Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age. Thus, except perhaps for material from 

Oceania, the best documented and most unequivocal archaeological evidence of 

culinary cannibalism comes from two areas—southern France and the Ameri¬ 

can Southwest—never suspected of the practice on historical or ethnographic 

grounds. Perhaps this very absence of suspicion impelled the archaeologists 

working there to be exceptionally thorough in their documentation and argu¬ 

ments. 

Finally, there is the celebrated controversy over cannibalism in the Aztec 

empire, which Marvin Harris refers to as the only “cannibal state.31 The argu¬ 

ment of some culrural materialists is that the primary goal of Aztec warfare was 

to capture enemy soldiers for sacrifice and cannibal consumption because 

densely populated central Mexico had few other sources of animal protein.20 

Their critics claim variously that Aztec warfare was motivated only by a religious 

desire to capture victims for sacrifice to the gods, that cannibalism was only of 

the ritual variety and made an insignificant contribution to the diet, or that other 

sources of sufficient protein did exist. There can be little doubt that the Aztecs 

annually sacrificed large numbers of war captives in their great temples and that 

parts of these victims* bodies were eaten. There were even special recipes for 

human stews. But the number of such victims, even if they had been completely 

consumed (which they were not), would not have yielded much protein for such 

a large population. And if obtaining meat was the object of Aztec warfare, why 

were only sacrificed captives eaten, and not the bodies of enemies killed on the 

battlefield? Archaeological excavation of the central temple complex in Mexico 

City has uncovered ample evidence of human sacrifice but none yet of 

cannibalism—perhaps because the temple precincts were not where the bodies 

were consumed.21 Even if future excavations should turn up abundant evidence 

of cannibalism, the debate will probably continue, since it principally concerns 

the motive for Aztec warfare: Did the Aztecs go to war because they were 

obeying the dictates of their religion to capture victims for sacrifice or because 

they needed meat? 

Both sides in this debate seem to have ignored the fact that during the century 

before Cortds, the Aztecs created their great conquest empire by using a very 

familiar form of warfare leading eventually to the seizure of land and subjuga¬ 

tion of enemy societies as tributaries. The most useful spoils the Aztec empire 

gained by war were an enlarged territory and more taxpayers. As Barry Isaac 
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concludes, the capture of sacrificial victims was “secondary or even incidental” 

to the political and economic goals of the Aztec ruling elite—however important 

it noay have been to the prestige of the individual Aztec soldier.22 

Rirual consumption of parts of a foe's body was very widely distributed, if not 

exactly common. The parts consumed included brains, hearts, livers, bits of 

flesh, and the ashes from various parts mixed with a beverageThe purposes 

given are highly various, but common ones include to humiliate the enemy, to 

absorb his courage or spirit, to take spiritual as well as corporeal revenge. For 

example, Zulu warriors drank a soup made from selected “powerful” parts 

(penis, rectum, right forearm, breastbone, and so on) of a victim as a “strength¬ 

ening” for battle. In the Solomon Islands, warriors drank blood from the 

severed head of raid victims to increase their spiritual power, or mana. Many 

groups in the Americas ate the hearts of slain enemies to absorb the la tiers' 

courage or to achieve an extended form of revenge. The frequency with which 

similar practices have been reported around the world is evidence that, while 

hardly the norm, ritual consumption of some part of enemy corpses was by no 

means rare in prestate warfare. 

The case of Polynesians of the Marquesas Islands offers a warning that 

distinctions among ritual, culinary, and starvation cannibalism may sometimes 

reflect only the difference between the natives' distorted memories and the 

more objective circumstantial evidence recovered by archaeology. According to 

the accounts given by Marquesans to missionaries and ethnographers, they ate 

only small pieces of enemy flesh or merely mixed the juices from these pieces in 

other food, and did so purely for revenge. In ethnographic terms, the Mar¬ 

quesans would then be classified as ritual cannibals. But archaeological data 

from several Marquesan sites indicate that the scale of cannibalism was large 

and that its practice increased as certain other sources of animal protein de¬ 

clined and the human population expanded,24 This evidence strongly suggests 

that, rather than being consumed in token quantities for ritualistic purposes, 

human meat was replacing overexploited and disappearing sea mammals, birds, 

and sea turtles in the Marquesan diet In this case at least, the lines between 

starvation, ritual, and culinary cannibalism seem indistinct. 

It is clear, then, that the consumption of enemies corpses has occurred in the 

warfare of several tribes and chiefdoms. Yet, to paraphrase Harris, victorious 

states may have ruthlessly exploited the vanquished, but, with the exception of 

the Aztecs, they have never actually consumed them. 

LOOTING AND DESTRUCTION 

Besides lives, property and means of production are lost in wars. In this regard, 

prestate warfare differs not a whit from its civilized counterpart—invaders the 

1 world over have commonly plundered portable food stores, livestock, and valu- 

| ables; burned houses and crops; destroyed fences and field systems.25 Plunder 

of food stores and gardens was very widespread practice in the Americas, Poly¬ 

nesia, New, Guinea, and Africa and could leave an enemy facing starvation. 

When livestock was plundered, it was usually the species that—whatever its 

practical functions—symbolized or represented wealth: horses among the Plains 

tribes; pigs in highland New Guinea; camels among the Bedouin; cattle among 

East Africa tribesmen and among the ancieDt Germans and Celts of Europe. 

Often what could not be carried away was destroyed. When the Nuer of the 

Sudan raided Dinka villages, besides stealing cattle, they destroyed grain stores 

| and standing crops; severe famine could result. In New Guinea, Tahiti, and the 

Marquesas, invaders would even girdle or chop down the nut and wild fruit 

trees in an enemy's territory. In a typical Mae Enga interclan war, about 5 to 10 

percent of the total housing of either side was destroyed. Mae Enga houses were 

substantial productions, so the destruction of so many represented a severe 

blow. Very valuable and difficult-to-replace canoes would be smashed or 

burned by raiders on the Pacific Northwest Coast and in Polynesia. The de¬ 

struction of villages and gardens was so thorough in the Cauca Valley of Col¬ 

ombia that warfare chere was described as “a fight for annihilation, carried out 

by every available means.” Such looting and vandalism commonly rendered the 

afflicted territory temporarily uninhabitable. 

In civilized wars, because modem states have larger territories, redundant 

transportion networks, and a broad margin of productivity above the bare sub¬ 

sistence level, years of destruction and blockade may be necessary to reduce one 

to starvation. But, as previously noted, prestate societies, had small territories 

and much slimmer margins of productivity. Primitive social units could be 

reduced to a famine footing by the consequences of a few days of raiding or even 

of a single surprise attack. Because the infrastructure and logistics of small-scale 

societies were more vulnerable to looting and destruction, the use of these 

methods was almost universal in primitive warfare. And the economic injuries 

inflicted tended to be more deeply felt and slower to heal. 

Looting and vandalism are difficult to document archaeologically. For exam¬ 

ple, looted goods cannot be distinguished from similar items acquired by peace¬ 

ful means. A burned dwelling leaves a very obvious archaeological signature, but 

vandalism is not suspected unless the destruction is accompanied by other 

evidence of violence. Despite these limitations, archaeologists have uncovered 

many examples of war-related destruction of settlements from the best-studied 

regions of the world. 

The massacre of their inhabitants and burning of prehistoric villages along 

the Missouri River in South Dakota have been mentioned in a previous chapter. 

In some regions of the American Southwest, the violent destruction of prehis- 
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tone settlements is well documented and during some periods was even com¬ 

mon.26 These instances of destruction are often correlated in time and space 

with the fortification or relocation of settlements to more defensible positions 

and sometimes with evidence of cannibalism. For example, the Large pueblo at 

Sand Canyon in Colorado, although protected by a defensive wall, was almost 

entirely burned; artifacts in the rooms had been deliberately smashed; and 

bodies of some victims were left lying on the floors. After this catastrophe in the 

late thirteenth century, the pueblo was never reoccupied. The pueblo of Kuaua 

in New Mexico was plundered and destroyed around 1400, and the site was 

abandoned about that time and not reoccupied until seventy~five years later. In 

addition to the stormed and burned British Neolithic causewayed camps men¬ 

tioned in Chapter 1, a number of similarly destroyed settlements have been 

found in western Europe and the Near East, dating to the later Neolithic, 

Copper, and Bronze Ages.27 

In the early days of World War II, Britain's air minister refused to let the 

Royal Air Force bomb German arms factories because they were private prop¬ 

erty. Obviously, prestate warriors had much more in common with General 

Sherman than this English ninny.28 Except in geographical scale, tribal warfare 

could be and often was totai war in every modem sense. Like states and empires, 

smaller societies can make a desolation and call it peace. 

TERRITORIAL ACQUISITION AND LOSS 

One of the most persistent myths about primitive warfare is that it did not 

change boundaries because it was not motivated by territorial demand. This 

whole question has become muddied by the propensity of “idealists” to trans¬ 

mute intentions or causes into effects—that is, if warriors said that they were not 

fighting for land or booty, then the spoils that accrued to them must be insub¬ 

stantial and irrelevant. The idealists5 opponents, the “materialists,55 make ex- ' 

actiy the reverse mistake: they claim that because economic benefits were gained 

by victorious warriors, these gains must be what they were really fighting for, 

despite their declarations to the contrary. This amounts to mistaking an effect 

for a cause. Of course, few tribal groups ever admitted they were fighting for 

territory (the Mae Enga were a rare exception to this rule). Like modem and 

ancient states, they invariably claimed to be fighting to avenge or redress various 

wrongs: murders, broken trade or marriage contracts, abduction of women, 

poaching, or theft. But the victors nevertheless acquired more territory or choice 

resources with striking regularity, albeit (like the British Empire) “in a fit of 

absent-mindedness.55 

Indeed, several cross-cultural surveys of preindustrial societies found that 

losses and gains of territory were a very frequent result of warfare.29 One study 
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concluded that the victors “almost always take land or other resources from the 

defeated.55 In another study, almost half of the societies surveyed had gained or 

lost territory through warfare. In some cases, societies lost land to one enemy 

while gaining it from another. Over 75 percent of the wars of the Mae Enga of 

New Guinea ended with the victors appropriating part or all of their enemy's 

territory.30 In other words, territorial change was a very common ouicome of 

primitive wars. 

Two wars fought by the Wappo hunter-gatherers of California illustrate both 

the intentional and the unintentional territorial windfalls resulting from tribal 

warfare.31 Six village communities of the Southern Porno occupied a portion of 

the Alexander Valley (now renowned for its wine) along the Russian River, but 

their upstream neighbors were a village community of tough Wappo (whose 

name is an Anglo corruption of the Spanish guapo, meaning, in this case, 

“brave55). About 1830, some Porno made the mistake of stealing an acorn cache 

from ^ Wappo oak grove. The Wappo immediately retaliated with two raids, 

killing a large number of Porno and burning the offending village. All of the 

Pomo from the six Alexander Valley villages fled to other Pomo settlements 

downstream. The headman of the Pomo village cluster later exchanged gifts 

with his Wappo counterpart and settled the dispute. The Pomo were then 

invited to reoccupy their villages, but they refused. These changes at least 

temporarily widened the distance between the nearest Russian River Valley 

Wappo and Pomo villages from one to about ten miles. In the few years remain¬ 

ing before their decimation by disease and war with Mexican settlers, the 

Wappo occupied two of the six abandoned Pomo villages and had begun sea¬ 

sonally exploiting much of the relinquished area. 

More than twenty years earlier, another group of Wappo had established 

themselves, by unknown means, in Pomo territory farther north on a small creek 

flowing into Clear Lake. These Wappo were dissatisfied because a delectable 

minnow spawned from the lake up a Pomo-held creek whose lower course ran 

only a few yards from their own minnowless stream. After digging a canal to 

divert the waters of the Pomo5s creek into their own, the Wappo dammed the 

latter, apparently hoping by these activities to force the spawning fish to use their 

stream. With this provocation, their Pomo neighbor? determined to fight, and a 

batde broke out along the course of the deputed creek. After some losses, the 

Wappo were driven back to their still-minnowless creek. rln both cases, as was typical in aboriginal California, disputes over food 

resources precipitated the fighting. In one case, the Wappo were merely fighting 

to defend their rights to enjoy the produce of a particular acorn grove, but the 

^fierceness of their response (and probably previous conflicts) convinced the 

j Pomo to put some unoccupied territory between themselves and their fractious 

1 neighbors. The depopulated area was then exploited and slowly settled by the 
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victors. This pattern of abandoning territory out of fear in order to widen a 

buffer zone, followed by gradually intensified use of the zone by the victors, 

illustrates the most common mechanism by which primitive warfare expanded 

and contracted the domains of prestate societies. In tire Clear Lake case, the 

Wappo were obviously attempting to take control, if not actual possession, of a 

desirable stream and were driven back. Had the Wappo been victorious in the 

Clear Lake fight, the creek would undoubtedly have been added to the Wappo 

domain of exploitation. In neither case were the combatants fighting over land 

per se; rather they were fighting over spatially fixed resources. 

As Figure 7.1 shows, the scale of such territorial gains and losses could be 

very significant—about 5 to 10 percent per generation in some instances involv¬ 

ing hunter-gatherers. This would be equivalent to the United States losing or 

gaining California, Oregon, and half of Washington every twenty-five years. 

The rates of expansion and contraction among agriculturalists and pasioralists 

tended to be even higher. In one New Guinea case, the Telefolmin tribe more 

than tripled its territory in less than a century by means of ruthless warfare and 
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Figure T.l Relative territorial gains and losses per generation for various societies 

(see Appendix, Table 7.1). 
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virtual annihilation of the tribe's enemies. By relentlessly raiding its Dinka 

neighbors, rather than by pursuing any conscious campaign or plan, the Nuer 

tribe of the Sudan expanded its domain from 8,700 to 35,000 square miles in 

just seventy years. Comparable examples of territorial acquisition and loss as an 

effect of warfare are recorded from every major ethnographic region of the 

world.32 These primitive rates of territorial change are proportionately similar to 

the extraordinary expansion rates of European empires and the United States 

during the nineteenth century, or of the growth of the Roman Empire. In this 

sense, tribal warfare against other prestate societies appears to have been just as 

effective as civilized war at moving boundaries and rewarding victors with vital 

territory appropriated from the losers. 

Given the aversion of modem archaeology to the idea of migration and 

colonization (let alone conquest), the problem of documenting such processes in 

prehistory is difficult. One archaeologist who has given considerable thought to 

this problem, Slavomil Vend, admits that annihilation or forced migration 

would be manifested in the archaeological record only by the “peaceful exis¬ 

tence of winners on the territory of the losers/'33 He gives as an example the 

victory of the Germanic Marcomanni over the Celtic Boii (from whom the 

region became known as Bohemia), recorded by Roman historians. Archaeo- 

logically, this event is evidenced only by the expansion of Germanic settlements 

and cemeteries into regions previously inhabited by Celts. An additional diffi¬ 

culty, as we' have seen in the ethnographic cases, is that many violent territorial 

exchanges involve social units that are nearly identical in culture and physique. 

Prehistory is replete with examples of very distinctive cultures {sometimes asso¬ 

ciated with distinct human physical types) expanding at the expense of others, 

but determining whether these expansions were accomplished violently or 

peacefully is usually no simple task. Several regions of the world offer evidence 

that at least some prehistoric colonizations or abandonments of regions were 

accompanied by considerable violence.These most visible prehistoric cultural 

expansions, which involve the movement of a frontier, are discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 9. 

I As we have seen, even in situations where no territory exchanges hands, active 

hostilities along a border can lead to development of a no-man’s-land, as settle¬ 

ments nearest an enemy move or disperse to escape the effects of persistent 

raiding. Such buffer zones have been reported from Africa, North America, 

j South America, and Oceania.35 As in the Wappo-Pomo case, encroachment on 

these zones by the stronger, more land-hungry, or more aggressive adversary 

was a common mechanism by which tribal warfare led to the exhange of terri¬ 

tory, even in the absence of any clear design. The width of these no-manJs-)and$ 

varied with population density.36 High-density economies could afford to con¬ 

cede only a small amount of land to such low-intensity use and had a limited 
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capacity to settle elsewhere refugees who fled such zones. Moreover, the higher 

the settlement density, the more eyes there were to watch for raids, the more 

rapid the communication of alarms became, and the more quickly local forces 

and allies could respond to incursions. Thus no-man’s-lands tended to shrink 

with increasing human density because they became more costly economically 

to create and because the security belt they provided was less necessary. 

Where population density was high, these buffer zones were measured in 

hundreds of meters, as in highland New Guinea. Where density was lower, their 

width stretched to tens of kilometers, as in the more lightly populated areas of 

the Americas or in the dry savannas of Africa. Although such buffer zones could 

function ecologically as game and timber preserves, they were risky to use even 

for hunting and woodcutting because small isolated parties or individuals could 

easily be ambushed in them. 

Whatever their stated purposes in going to war, tribal groups, like civilized 

ones, were not averse to accepting the spoils of war—which usually included 

valuable goods and often land. Andrew Vayda, one of anthropology^ most 

distinguished students of primitive warfare, decries the obscurantism of certain 

distinguished social scientists who (in contrasting primitive and civilized war) 

ignore the essential similarities—“as, for example, the fact that both types of 

warfare can result in territorial conquests and the redistribution of popula¬ 

tion."37 

EIGHT 

Crying Havoc 

The Question of Causes 

Not all societies are continually at war, nor are all wars 

equally terrible. As we have established, warfare is 

not a constant feature of human social life. It follows 

that explanations of these differences in warfare must focus 

on the variable characteristics and circumstances of human 

existence, not on constants of human biology and behavior. 

THE MOTIVES FOR AND CAUSES OF 

NONSTATE WARFARE 

As was noted in Chapter 1, some social scientists have as¬ 

serted that the fundamental difference between primitive 

war and real, or civilized, war lies in the realm of motives and 

causes: real war is motived by economic and political goals 

(such as more territory or conquest), whereas primitive con¬ 

flict is directed only toward fulfilling the personal and psy¬ 

chological aims of individual warriors (such as revenge or 

prestige). But the question ofwhar motivates an individual or 

a group to engage in warfare is a vexing one. Should all of the 
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individual motives expressed by active participants be considered? Should only 

the motives that are publicly declared by decision makers or deliberative bodies 

(kings, chiefs, councils, palavers, and so on) be taken into account? Should any 

motive declared by anyone be considered? Should motives be inferred from die 

operations, results, and effects of specific wars or acts of war? Are some causes 

of war independent of individual and collective motives—for example, droughts 

or crop failures? 

A huge historical literature is devoted to the causes of modem wars and the 

explanations offered are often very complicated. For instance, many books have 

been devoted to the question of what caused World War I. Suggested factors 

include imperial and naval rivalries, diplomatic miscalculations and delusions, 

the Kaiser's withered arm, the conflicting ambitions of Austria and Russia in the 

Balkans, France's hunger to revenge its defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, and 

complicated alliances—all to explain how the murder of an Austrian prince by a 

Serbian terrorist could set off a global conflagration. Consider, too, the differ¬ 

ences in opinion over rationalisations, causes, and motives for specific wars 

between adversaries such as the Union and the Confederacy, Japan and the 

United States, Iraq and the U.N. coalition. If civilized wars have multiple causes 

and mixed motives, why should we assume that wars in tribal societies, where 

there are no centralized governments or voluminous records, can accurately be 

reduced to a single and unmixed motive? Let us now rum to what ethnography 

tells us about the declared motives and causes of primitive wars. 

No other aspect of primitive warfare has been the focus of more ethnological 

discussion than its causes.1 But these discussions generally lead to quandaries 

like those that attend investigations of the causes of civilized wars. Confusion 

often arises between individual and collective motives, or among efficient, for¬ 

mal, and final causes. The declared motives and aims of participants often fail to 

conform to those inferred by external observers. The material or social condi¬ 

tions that invite conflict may exist for long periods of time, while outbreaks of 

war occur only at specific instants. Similar grievances or disputes between two 

parties may be resolved without violence in some instances but lead to war on 

other occasions. Given such ambiguities, it is difficult to understand why some 

anthropologists have so emphasized motive in distinguishing primitive from 

civilized war. 

A schematic account of the antecedents of one war among the Jaiemo of New 

Guinea, recorded by the ethnographer Klaus Koch, illustrates the problems 

inherent in specifying causes and motives.2 Because the names of the two 

villages involved are so long, unpronounceable, and similar-sounding, 1 have 

replaced them with village A and village B. Village A owed village B a pig as 

reward for B's help in a previous war in which the latter had killed one of A's 

enemies. Meanwhile, a man from village A heard some (untrue) gossip that a 
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man from village B had seduced his young wife; so, with the aid of a relative, he 

assaulted the alleged seducer. Village B then “overreacted” to this beating by 

making two separate raids on village A, wounding a man and a woman. The 

unpaid debt was acknowledged by both sides as the reason for village B's 

disproportionate reaction. These two raids by village B led to a general battle in 

which several warriors on both sides were wounded, but no one was killed. At 

this point, with casualties about equal, both sides agreed to suspend the fighting 

with an indefinite truce. The truce ended later that evening, however, when a 

warrior from village B, to avenge a wound suffered by one of his kinsmen during 

the battle, ambushed and wounded a village A resident. The following day battle 

was resumed, and a B villager was killed. After this death, the war became 

general: all the warriors of both villages, plus various allies, began a series of 

battles and ambushes that continued intermittently for the next two years. Now 

which of these grievances and injuries motivated or caused this war? Was it an 

unpaid debt, sexual jealousy, or revenge? Which of the series of injuries was the 

J precipitating or proximate cause of the war? 

— Two of the cross-cultural surveys mentioned in Chapter 2 attempted to 

tabulate information on motives and causes, but exactly whose motives or views 

of cause are recorded is unclear.3 Despite these ambiguities, the results of these 

| two independent studies are remarkably similar. Both sets of data indicate that 

the predominant motives for prestate warfare are revenge for homicides and 

j various economic issues.4 The precise character of such economic motives 

differs tremendously, depending on the focal economies of the groups in¬ 

volved.5 In New Guinea, for example, where gardening and pig rearing are 

important, thefts of pigs and of garden produce or pigs' depredations of gar¬ 

dens, figure prominently as causes of conflict. In California, where tribes de¬ 

pended heavily on gathering wild plant foods and on hunting or fishing, conflicts 

over resource poaching were very common. Horses were usually the focus of 

fighting among the historic Plains Indians for whom these became an essential 

means of transportation and hunting. On the salmon-dependent Pacific North¬ 

west Coast, tribes not infrequently warred over river and ocean frontage. In 

Minnesota, the Chippewa fought for over 150 years with the Dakota Sioux over 

use of hunting territories and wild-rice fields. The cattle-herding tribes of East 

Africa usually fought over livestock. At every level of social organization and 

with every type of economy, there are instances of fighting over territory. For 

example, the Walbiri hunter-gatherers of Australia fought a neighboring group 

for possession of a water hole, and the Mae Enga horticulturists of New Guinea 

quarreled primarily over land. The impulse to enhance prestige and to serve 

other personal motives^-nsupposedly especially characteristic of primitive war— 

figures much less commonly in the tabulations. Indeed, the data in one of the 

surveys show that the prestige motive is actually more commonly associated with 

M 
f 



116 CRYING HA me 

higher levels of political centralization (that is, chiefdoms and states) than with 
band or tribes.6 

The only motive completely absent from most tribal societies is that of sub¬ 

jugation and tribute. Polities that lack the physical power to subjugate their own 

populations or to extract involuntary tribute or taxes from them are extremely 

unlikely to make war against others for these purposes, since they lack the 

institutional and administrative means to convert victojy into hegemony or taxa¬ 

tion. Instead, decentralized societies focus on pacifying dangerous neighbors by 

intimidation, expulston, or annihilation and on acquiring additional food, valu¬ 

ables, labor, and territory by the direct methods of plunder, capture, and physi¬ 

cal expulsion. A complex chiefdom or state can accomplish all these goals 

simultaneously by conquest For states, then, subjugation is merely a rubric that 

su fumes disparate goals of defense, revenge, economic, and territorial gain- 

but tubal societies, by their veiy nature, cannot fight for subjugation and all that 

it implies. Once this fundamental difference is taken into account, the cross- 

cultural studies indicate that the motives and goals in warfare of both states and 

nonstates are substantially the same and that economic motives predominate in 
both categories. 

As we discuss in greater detail later in this chapter, tribal peoples have 

sometimes used continual military harassment to extract a kind of tribute from 

and even impose a weak degree of subjugation on another group.? For example 

in pre-Columbian nmes, some nomadic Mbaya bands so harrassed Guani 

fanners of the South American Gran Chaco that the latter bought peace by 

o ermg a kind of annual tribute. Every year at harvest time, a Mbaya band 

would spend a few days in its “subject” Guana village, feasting and receiving its 

annual tribute. Since the Mbaya chiefs also gave “gifts” to their Guana subjects 

this interaction might be seen as a kind of enforced or extorted trade The 

Mbaya also protected their “subjects” from inroads by other predatory semi- 

nomadic tnbes. While none of these instances strictly qualifies as subjugation 

they bear more than a passing resemblance to tbe protection schemes and 

extortion rackets exercised by urban gangsters, rural brigands, and pirates in 

civilized societies. Thus exploitative or unequal symbiotic relationships did arise 

among some tnbal peoples, but whether this was the goal for which they initially 
fought is unclear. y 

The precipitating causes of most wars—primitive and civilized—are acts of 

violence that provoke further violence in immediate defense or subsequent 

retaliation. In prehterate societies, the original killing or artack that instigated a 

eye e o revenge may be lost in the mists of traditional enmities, but the latest 

violence by the other side provides ample immediate justification for further 

hostilities. In ethnographic accounts of the disputes that led to wars in nonstate 

societies, some nonviolent offenses—such as poaching, adultery, and theft— 
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prompted an immediate violent response. But other offenses—or the same ones 

under other circumstances—were resolved without bloodshed or at least with¬ 

out causing a war,8 It was extremely rare, however, for an intergroup killing not 

to lead to warfare or feuding; the victim’s group invariably held the perpetrators 

group collectively responsible for the death and the latter invariably shielded the 

perpetrator from retribution. 

It is interesting how commonly the grievances that provoked violence were 

economic in character. Even disputes over women often had an economic 

element—as we will see later. Declaring that primitive wars were fought pri¬ 

marily in defense or in retaliation focuses on only the most immediate or proxi¬ 

mate causes and ignores the economic disputes underlying them. In contrast, 

similar economic and political disputes in civilized settings receive primary 

attention, whereas the “acts of war” that precipitate the fighting are treated as 

mere consequences. 

Because archaeologists are constrained to infer human motives from circum¬ 

stantial evidence, they are less likely than ethnographers and historians to be¬ 

come mired in hopeless efforts to extract from the statements and records of 

combatants the motives and causes behind wars and warfare. Perhaps the si¬ 

lence of archaeological evidence concerning this issue is a blessing, since it may 

liberate archaeologists from toiling at an impossible task, A more fruitful ap¬ 

proach for all students of warfare may be to examine the subject using the more 

colorless archaeological concepts of context and association. The first of these 

involves isolating the general situations and circumstances in which wars are 

more common and warfare is more bitter. Associations are social, economic, 

and technological features that commonly co-occur (that is, are significantly 

correlated) with frequent, intense warfare. Such contexts and associations might 

include geographical or ecological circumstances, certain dynamics of human 

populations, technological change, social structure, and ideology. 

POPULATION DENSITY AND PRESSURE 

Since 1798, when Thomas Malthus published his famous Essay on the Principle 

of Population, it has been commonly assumed that violent conflicts must increase 

in frequency and intensity as human populations grow in size and density. The 

oldest and most direct argument supporting this idea is that of Malthus himself, 

who saw increasing population density as meaning more mouths to feed from a 

fixed or limited territory. In modem jargon, this dynamic process is called 

“population pressure on critical resources.” As this pressure increases, more 

people must compete for the same resources and must fight to retain or acquire 

them, or starve. As we saw in Chapter 7, possession of such means of production 

is a typical spoil of war, whether the societies involved are civilized stales or 
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foraging bands. Along with famine and disease Malthus saw wax as one of the 
standard consequences of overpopulation. 

Modem social scientists have suggested two other reasons why increasing 
population density should lead to moTe warfare. One is a proposition in social 

algebra: when human numbers increase arithmetically, potential disputes in¬ 
crease geometrically. More conflicts are likely to arise among a thousand people 

than among a dozen because there are more people to argue with. Even if only a 
tiny proportion of all such disputes lead to bloodshed, violence should increase 
as density climbs. An inexact analogy might be a table of moving billiard balls: 
the more balls, the more potential collisions. Some biologically inclined scholars 

have asserted a similarity between humans and other animals, especially rats, in 

their reaction to “crowding stress.1*9 In some experiments, rats evidenced in¬ 
creased levels of fighting and killing as population densities increased, even 
though food remained plentiful. Whatever the precise mechanism envisioned, 

the idea that the intensity of warfare is a function of human numbers has 
become widely accepted. 

Cross-cultural comparisons, however, do not support this proposition. In¬ 

deed, two cross-cultural samples of societies indicate that absolutely no correla¬ 
tion exists between the frequency of warfare and the density of human popula¬ 
tion. 10 Groups with densities of less than one person per square mile are just as 

likely to engage in warfare each year as groups whose densities are hundreds of 
times higher. The war death rates discussed in Chapter 6 likewise reveal no 

relationship between these measures of the intensity of warfare and the area’s 
population density. For example, the Piegan Indians of the Great Plains, with a 

density of only one person per 30 square miles, had the same casualty rate as the 

Grand Valley Dani of New Guinea, whose population density was nearly 10,000 
times higher. The proportion of male deaths due to warfare for the Mumgin 

Aborigines of northern Australia was about the same as that of the Dugum 
Dani, whose population density was 3,000 times greater. Homicide rates also 

bear no obvious relationship to the density of humans. To give a civilized 

example, the homicide rate of Britain in the thirteenth century was thirty times 
greater than its present one, although its population density has increased by a 
factor of ten during that period.51 In the broadest view, the frequency of warfare 

and violence is simply not a consequence of human density or crowding. How¬ 

ever striking the images, human beings are neither rats packed in a cage nor 

irascible billiard balls jostling on a table. 
But the type of population pressure that Malthus envisioned cannot be mea¬ 

sured by simple density, since available food resources vary with ecology and 
technology. One person per 10 square miles may be an extraordinarily high 
population density in arctic tundra but an extremely rarefied one in tropical 

savanna. And the quantity of food produced from a given piece of ground by 

fanners who possess the technology to deep plow, fertilize with chemicals or 

manure, and irrigate exceeds that produced by dibble-stick, long-fallow, dry 

farming. Primitive farmers experienced land shortages and famines at far lower 
population densities than do their modem counterparts. Because so many 

factors—latitude, rainfall, soils, forest cover, biodiversity, energy input, and 

general technology—must be considered, making comparisons on the basis of 

"equivalent” population densities is extremely difficult. 
Some limited comparisons can be made between societies with similar tech¬ 

nologies and economies that live in the same general region, but since these 

focus on a few specific examples, they risk missing or misrepresenting the 
general pattern. In highland New Guinea, the percentages of deaths due to 

warfare of the more populous Dani and Mae Enga are significantly higher than 
those of the lower-density Huli. in northwestern California, the lower-density 
Yurok apparently had a lower annual casualty rate than did the higher-density 

Cahto. Among the Yanomamo peoples of South America, the higher-density 

Shamatari have had a significantly higher proportion of war deaths than the 
lower-density Namowei-teri.12 In tropical northern Australia, though, the 

lower-density Mumgin had a higher casualty rate than the more populous Trwi. 
As was noted in Chapter 2, some of the most peaceful nonstate societies in 

the world had very low population densities, as in the Great Basin of North 

America, the Western Desert of Australia, and the dense jungles of Malaysia 
and central Africa. Most of these peaceable groups prevented intergroup dis¬ 

putes and conflicts from escalating into armed violence by fleeing from their 

potential adversaries. But this option can be exercised only under conditions 
where possessions are portable and essential resources, however scarce, are 

widely distributed. Merely having a low population density is not sufficient—a 
fact underscored by our previous point that some groups living at extremely low 

population densities were quite violent. From such comparisons, it appears that 

some relationship may exist between population pressure and the intensity of 
warfare, but this relationship is either very complex or very weak or both. 

Because modem civilized states seem to go to war less frequently and to suffer 

proportionately fewer deaths as a result than did many primitive societies, it is at 

least theoretically possible that as human population density increases, the fre¬ 
quency of warfare and percentage of war casualties actually decline. 

Admittedly, some sense of crowding may play a role in warfare, but it is 
usually relative—not only to the raw ecological productivity of a territory and to 
subsistence technology, but also to expectations and values. We have seen how 

commonly wars erupt when one group “crowds*’ another, by trespassing on its 

gathering plots, its fallow fields, its gardens or its women. The injured parties in 
such cases may fight because they feel the need to uphold their rights or because 
they regard such acts as representing the earners nose in the tent—not because 
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their survival or health is immediately threatened. For example many California 
tribes often granted outsiders the right to exploit their gathering and hunting 
grounds when they were properly asked or rewarded with gifts; yet they would 
fight any group that poached (that is, hunted, gathered, or fished without per¬ 

mission or reciprocation). Conversely, the trespassers in many cases of crowding 
were not driven to commit their offenses by the cries of their hungry families or 
by sexual deprivation. For example, many Inuit murders and feuds focused on 

women, even though wife sharing was a common practice and a convention of 

Inuit hospitality. Of course, some wars were indeed undertaken by groups for 
whom a failure to fight would have meant famine or extinction; but many wars 
were fought to establish control over essential resources, rather than exclusive 

use or absolute possession of them. In some regions, the degree of ownership or j 

control exercised over resource locations was correlated with population den¬ 
sity.13 Thus some higher-density groups were more likely to assert such rights 
and touchier about trespassing. But since conflicts over resource locations were 
not the only kind of war, and since groups for whom the concept of ownership 

did not extend beyond personal and household equipment also had frequent 

wars, increasing density may have changed the contexts for war but not neces¬ 
sarily its incidence. The only reasonable expectation to be drawn from eth¬ 

nographic data is therefore that waning societies are equally common and 
peaceable ones equally uncommon at any level of population density. 

Archaeologists, then, should be alert for signs of warfare whether the popula¬ 
tion density of their prehistoric subjects seems low or high. They should not 

assume (as many do) that violent conflicts could reach significant levels only 

when regional densities and social complexity increased to a certain threshold. 
In some notable archaeological cases, in fact, an increase in human density and 
social complexity has not been accompanied by any increase in violence.14 The 
Near Eastern Levant sustained a large growth in both regional or local human 

density and the sedentism of foraging communities between 13,000 and 11,000 
years ago—a change recorded as the development of Natufian culture from the 
earlier Geometric Kebaran. Not only is there no evidence of an increase in 

warfare during this period, but there are no indications of warfare at all. In a 
contrary case, the last Mesolithic hunter-gatherers of central Europe (ca. 7500 

years ago), whose density is estimated to have been quite low and whose way of 
life was rather nomadic, seem to have been quite violent, perhaps even head¬ 
hunters. Prehistoric examples such as these show that the association between 

human density and the intensity of warfare was as complex or weak in prehisrory 
as in the ethnographic record. 

Increasing human population densities are highly correlated with greater 

social and economic complexity, including such features as more complex 
labor-intensive technologies, labor specialization, concentration and redistribu¬ 

tion of food surpluses by centralized leadership, and a host of other innovations 
that permit larger numbers to be supported from the same resource base.15 The 
larger, more efficient social units that result develop social and political mecha¬ 
nisms for resolving or suppressing violent conflicts between their members. In a 

reversal of social algebra, the outcome is fewer social units and fewer possible 
violent disputes. To return to the billiard-ball analogy, it is as though when more 

balls are added to the table, they merely merge into larger balls so that the rate of 
collision remains constant or even declines. In addition, deciding to go to war, 

concentrating supplies, and mobilizing men are more difficult and complicated 
tasks for larger societies than for smaller ones. In a small tribe, mobilization for a 

raid may require no more than a dozen willing recruits, each equipped with a 

small supply of food, and can be accomplished in a few hours. Weeks or even 
months may be needed to mobilize and equip the army of a chief or a king. Tins 

may be one reason why states seem to resort to war somewhat less ffequendy 
than do smalier-scale societies. The issue of whether increasing human popula¬ 

tion density is the efficient cause or merely an effect of social and economic 
evolution is extremely controversial among anthropologists and archaeologists, 

but it is clear that these variables are very closely associated. In other words, 
increasing population density is the mother or handmaiden of organization and 

invention, not the father of war. 

TRADING AND RAIDING 

One common assumption made by many people concerning the contexts for war 

and peace is that if societies are exchanging goods and marriage partners with 
one another, relations between them are likely to remain peaceful. This as¬ 
sumption underlies the often-voiced opinion that increasing trade and “cultural 

exchanges” between otherwise hostile nations will lessen the chances of war. 
This attitude reflects some social anthropological observations about what has 

been called the trade-raid opposition. Following the lead of the great French 
structuralist anthropologist Claude L^vi-Strauss, anthropologists have charac¬ 
terized trading and raiding as structurally opposed forms of social relations: 
“war is exchange gone bad, and exchange is a war averted.”16 In a brief time 

frame, this statement is generally true: the exchange of goods or voluntary 
intermarriage cannot very well take place while active hostilities are in progress. 

But in the longer term, assuming that intertribal exchanges of goods or inter¬ 

marriage preclude warfare is a mistake. 
In the modem civilized world, exchange partners commonly become periodic 

enemies. Historical research has found that “disputes between trading partners 
escalate to war more frequendy than disputes between nations that do not trade 

much with each other.”17 A classic twentieth-century example of this phenome- 
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non is Japan. In this century, Japan's most important trading partner has been 

the United States—earlier in the century primarily as a source of essential 
materials for basic industry and, after World War II, also as a market for finished 

products. Yet it was against its largest prewax market for goods, China, and its 
most important source of raw material, the United States, that Japan embarked 
on its most disastrous war. In the same way, major shipments of grain, oil, and 
strategic metals poured into Nazi Germany from the Soviet Union right up to 
the moment the Wehrmacht invaded. Nor should we forget the close network of 

intermarriages and blood relationships that existed among the royal families of 

the belligerents in World War I. Coundess examples from the primitive world 
demonstrate that these civilized instances are not just modem aberrations. 

Ethnographers have frequendy encountered tribes that intermarried and 
traded with one another but were also periodically at war,18 For example, the 
several Eskimo tribes of the Kotzebue Sound region of Alaska took part each 
year in a cheerful midsummer "trade fair" at Sheshalik. Besides intergroup 

exchange, there were intertribal feasts, dances, athletic contests, and exhibitions 
of magic by shamans. But the trade and these festivities did not in any way lessen 
the chances of war between the participants: “some of the same people who 

participated peacefully in the Sheshalik Fair in July could be trying to annihilate 

one another the following November." Similar combinations of trade, marriage, 

and war between two groups within the same year also occurred in Canada and 

in other parts of Alaska, indudingreladons between traditionally hostile Eskimo 
and Indian bands. The bellicose Tupinamba of coastal Brazil made periodic 

truces with their inland enemies, during which they traded coastal goods for 

inland commodities, such that one ethnohistorian speaks of “cycles of war and 

commerce" between hostile groups in this region. When the Sioux came to 
trade at Hidatsa villages along the Upper Missouri, a truce was in force only 

within sight of the villages; once the nomads passed out of sight by climbing over 
the bluffs, they might steal horses or kill Hidatsa and were themselves subject to 
attack. The Mae Enga of New Guinea asserted, “We marry the people we 

fight" Indeed, one very delicate battlefield task facing warriors in many New 

Guinea groups was how to avoid spilling the blood of in-laws fighting on the 

enemy side. Since intermarriage between hostile Kikuyu and Masai tribes in 
Kenya was not uncommon, women traded with their relatives on the other side, 
even during times of war. Except at the instant of trade, exchanges of marriage 

partners or commodities and war were by no means mutually exclusive forms of 

social interaction.19 Structuralist anthropologists do seem correct in seeing 

exchange and war as being two sides of the same coin, but the coin could be (and 
was) flipped frequently. 

The major reason why exchange partners and enemies have often been the 

same people is simple propinquity. We interact most intensely with our nearest 

neighbors, whether those interactions are commercial, nuptial, or hostile. More 

intense contact also increases the chance of disputes, some of which can turn 
violent. However, mere proximity cannot explain why some interactions are 

benign, why some are violent, or why they are so often both. 
As previously mentioned, economic exchanges and intermarriages have been 

especially rich sources of violent conflict. Primitive exchange was subject to all 

the defaults and miscarriages that bedevil civilized commerce, as well as some 
others that were peculiar to premarket economies. In the absence of impartial 
third-party arbitration or adjudication, disputes involving exchange could and 

often did escalate into wars. 
In most tribal economies, the great bulk of commodities were exchanged 

through various forms of reciprocity rather than by direct barter or purchase. 
These types of exchanges involved the mutual giving of “gifts” between indiv¬ 
iduals or groups. The giver expected a gift of similar value in return, either 
immediately or at some later time. Failure in this regard could engender a 

grievance that immediately escalated into warfare (if the commodity involved 
was especially crucial or valuable) or create a smoldering resentment that pre¬ 

disposed the aggrieved party toward violence at the next pretext or provocation. 
In tribal societies, failure to reciprocate or to reciprocate fully was equivalent to 
default or fraud in a more commercial system. 

One common source of wars over trade arose when one social group held a 
monopoly over a particular commodity—usually because the only source lay 

within its territory.20 Such monopolies could lead to a premercantile form of 

price gouging or to envy and resentment on the part of those groups less favored 
by geography. The two commodities that served almost universally as the foci of 

such tribal conflicts were hard stone (for tools) and mineral salt. Both were 
usually available only at rare locations; one was a technological necessity before 

metallurgy, and the other was a physiological necessity where the diet consisted 

primarily of plant foods.21 The Salt Wars fought among several northern Cali¬ 
fornia tribes in the early nineteenth century provide a good example of this 

phenomenon. The territory of the Northeastern or Salt Pomo of northern 
California included a salt seep that produced a remarkably pure crystalized 
sodium chloride. Many nearby tribes came to this seep to obtain salt. But 

although special friends were occasionally allowed to gather salt without pay¬ 

ment, the usual procedure was for the sal {-gathering party to give gifts—in 
proportion to the salt taken—to the Salt Pomo for permission to use the seep. 

When one party of Indians from a neighboring tribe that usually brought gifts 

tried to gather salt surreptitiously, they were caught by the Salt Pomo and nearly 

annihilated. This incident and the Salt Porno's high-handed treatment of some 
other “customers” touched off a series of wars that continued intermittently 

over a generation.22 In the early stages of colonization, European trading posts 
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and settlements constituted similar “point sources'’ of metal and other useful 

commodities that could be monopolized by the local tribes. In the Americas 
many wars were fought against middleman tribes by “consumer” tribes for 
direct access to such outposts.23 

Trade and warfare could also find intimate connection through the not un¬ 
common practice of killing and robbing traders or trading parties.24 Traders 
could be waylaid by tribes whose territory they were transiting or even by those 

with whom they had come to trade. Parties to primitive exchanges who yielded 
to the lure of short-term profits over long-term gains by lolling and robbing 
traders usually found that war had to be included in the balance. 

Finally we come to systems of exchange referred to earlier in this chapter: 
extortion or forcible exchange.25 For example, the Pueblos of the Rio Grande 

region of New Mexico "found it advantageous to trade with marauding Co- 

manches and Navajos, even when they were ill-provisioned, in an effort to avoid 
crop thefts and wanton destruction.” Hopi farmers in Arizona never knew 

whether approaching Apaches were coming to trade or to raid and plunder. In 
their uncertainly, they relied on omens: if a rain cloud was sighted in the 

direction of the approaching Apaches, the Hopi expected trade; but if no clouds 
were observed, every precaution was taken against a raid. Since their pueblos 
were essentially oases in a desert and rain clouds were rare, the Hopi seldom 

must have admitted an Apache party to their mesa top until its peaceful inten¬ 
tions were completely established. This fearful expectancy of the Hopi and their 
relief at finding that their visitors came this rime only to trade cannot have hurt 

the Apaches’ chances of getting the com they wanted at a reasonable price.26 
The implicit threat of raids by the nomadic Plains tribes may have given similar 
impetus to their trade for com with the sedentary villagers of the Upper Mis¬ 
souri tribes, such as the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Ankara. In a fashion analogous 

to die relationship in South America between the Mbaya horsemen and the 
Guana fanners of the Grand Chaco, the tough Teton Sioux were said to have 

held Ankara villagers “in a position approaching complete subjugation,” obtain¬ 
ing gifts of com from them at regular intervals. These cases and many others 

may reflect the consequences of the common imbalance between trading part¬ 
ners that bedeviled systems of baner. Often one group desperately needed some 
item from another party; but either it had little that the other party wanted, or 

the “sellers” had no surplus of the desired item to trade. The temptation to 
extort what was needed by die threat of violence or to seize it as plunder was very 
strong in such situations. When raiding became a frequent substitute for trade, 

as it often did when poorer nomads exchanged goods with richer villagers and 
townspeople, trade could verge on extortion. 

Some rare tribes dropped the pretense of exchange altogether and simply 
took what they required in raids.27 For some bands of Mescalero and 

The Question of Causes 

Chiricahua Apaches, plunder from raids was the primary source of certain basic 

commodities. The Tuareg tribesmen of the Sahara took what food they pleased 
from Arab oasis dwellers and acquired other useful or prestigious goods by 

raiding caravans. Acquiring some goods, because suppliers were loathe to part 
with them, necessitated forceful seizure. Slaves were the best example of such 
“commodities,” since ultimately (wherever slavery was practiced) they were 
drawn from war captives. Few people were so desperate that they would trade 

away their children and kin, especially knowing the burdens and humiliations of 
slavery. But once forcibly extracted from the protection of their families and 
tribes, slaves were freely traded. The wholesale substitution of brigandage and 

piracy for exchange was unusual, however, probably because paying for goods 

with human lives was socially expensive and because any augmentations in the 
strength of one’s victims could raise “prices*1 to unacceptable levels. 

If trade often leads to war, marriage—which has usually been as much an 

economic transaction as a sexual or romantic one—can play a similar role,28 In 
addition, intermarriages between social units mean that any difficulties that 
afflict such unions are likely to cause ill-feeling between the groups concerned. 
In cultures where young girls were promised to men in other social groups by 
their fathers, violent disputes occurred when (for various reasons) the bride was 
not “delivered” when she came of age. Disappointed suitors could take violent 

exception to their rejection, triggering a war. In situations where payment of the 
bride-price or dowry was made in installments, failure to deliver a payment as 

promised could lead to fighting. Spousal abandonment or divorce usually en¬ 
tailed refunding the bride-price or dowry; but since this had often been spent or 

distributed to others in the meantime, reimbursement was often refused and a 
war resulted. In some societies, a married woman's lover, when discovered, was 

expected to reimburse the husband for her bride-price and take die wife as his 
own. If the lover refused, homicide and war were the common outcome. Among 
some New (juinea tribes, divorce and adultery were the most usual occasions 
for war, and violence could erupt even at wedding ceremonies because the 
bride's family found fault with the bride-price collected. Mistreatment or killing 
of a wife might be avenged by the wife’s brothers or male kinsman, actions that 

could start a spiral of revenge killings and escalation that ended in wholesale 
war. Intermarriage is thus no guarantee of peace; like trade, it can be an induce¬ 

ment to war. 
The interchangeable character of exchange and war becomes clearer when 

we consider their ultimate physical results. Trade, intermarriage, and war all 

have the effect of moving goods and people between social units. In warfare, 
goods move as plunder, and people (especially women) move as captives. In 

exchange and intermarriage, goods move as reciprocal gifts, trade items, and 

bride wealth, whereas people move as spouses. In effect, the same desirable 
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acquisitions are thus attained by alternative (but not mutually exclusive) means. 

If raiding and trading are two sides of the same coin, the goods and people 
acquired must be the coin itself. 

The fact that exchange and war can have precisely the same results is often 
J forgotten by archaeologists. When exotic goods are found at a site, they are 

, almost invariably interpreted as being evidence of prehistoric exchange. That 
such items might be the spoils of wax seldom occurs to prehistorians, who 
immediately proceed to plot “trade routes” and try to reconstruct the mecha¬ 
nisms of exchange. For high-volume exotic items with an everday use, like 
pottery or flakeable stone (for example, obsidian or flint) for tools, these as¬ 
sumptions are probably usually correct But for rarer items, especially those that 
might have prestige value, or the bones of domestic livestock, archaeologists 

' should at least consider the possibility that they represent plunder. In fact, 
archaeologists studying exchange between the Norse and the Inuit in Greenland 

and Canada have noted a peculiar imbalance in the evidence: finds of Norse 

goods at Thule Inuit sites are common, whereas finds of Inuit items at Norse 
sites are extremely rare. Since some of the Norse artifacts discovered at Thule 

settlements have been “precious items—ones not likely to have been traded” 
(for example, a bronze balance arm and chain-mail armor) by the metal- 

impoverished Greenland Norse—some scholars suspect that the Inuit plun¬ 
dered rather than traded for some of these goods.29 It is also useful to recall that 
livestock-stealing raids were at least as important a method for acquiring horses 

(among the historic Plains tribes) and cattle (among many East African tribes) as 
any form of exchange.30 Thus archaeologists doubly pacify the pascby assuming 
that all exotic items are evidence of exchange and that exchange precludes war. 

The ethnographic evidence implies thatboth of these assumptions are invalid: 
war moves goods and people just as effectively (albeit sometimes in only one 
direction) as exchange, and exchange can easily incite warfare. 

To varying degrees, then, many societies tend to fight the people they marry 

and to marry those they fight, to raid the people with whom they trade and to 
trade with their enemies. Contrary to the usual assumptions, exchange between 

societies is a context favorable to conflict and is closely associated with it. 

NINE 

Bad Neighborhoods 

The Contexts for War 

We have observed that increasing human density 
does nor promote warfare and that increased trade 
and intermarriage do not inhibit it. What condi¬ 

tions (if any) promote or intensify conflict? As noted in 
Chapter 8, the most common “reasons” given for wars have 

been retaliation for acts of violence—that is, revenge and 
defense—and various economic motives. If this generaliza¬ 

tion is accurate, one might expect warfare to be more Fre¬ 
quent in situations involving at least one especially bellig¬ 

erent party, severe economic difficulties, and a lack of shared 
institutions for resolving disputes or common values empha¬ 
sizing nonviolence. These conditions are found in the “bad 

neighborhoods” that are created by proximity to a bellicose 

neighbor, during hard times, and along frontiers. 

“ROTTEN APPLES” AND RAIDING CLUSTERS 

In his statistical study of the Indians of western North 
America, Joseph Jorgensen noticed that raiding activity was 
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clustered rather than uniformly distributed.’ Warfare was more intense in cer¬ 

tain regions than in others, apparently because of the presence of a few very 

aggressive societies that frequently mounted offensive raids. The tribes that 

were the foci of these raiding clusters were those of the northern Pacific North¬ 

west Coast, the Klamath-Modoc of the southernmost Plateau, the Thompson 

tribe of the northernmost Plateau, the Navajo-Apaches of the Southwest, and 

the Mohave-Yuma of the Lower Colorado River. These groups frequently 

raided not only their immediate neighbors, but also much more distant tribes. 

Records indicate that the Tlingit from Alaska’s panhandle raided as far south as 

Puget Sound, and the Mohave attacked groups on the coast of California. The 

booty acquired by these inveterate raiders varied widely: slaves on the Pacific 

Northwest Coast and for the Klamath—Modoc; food and portable goods for the 

Apaches, Thompsons, and Mohave; territory on the Northwest Coast and the 
Lower Colorado. Other especially bellicose groups in North America included 

the Iroquois, the Sioux of the northern Plains, and the Comanche of the south¬ 

ern Plains. During the historic period, the Iroquois raided as far afield as 

Delaware, the Great Lakes, and the Mississippi Valley. South American and 

Old World examples include die Tupinamba of Brazil, the Caribs of the 

Guianas, the Yanomamo of Venezuela and Brazil, some Nguni Bantu tribes 
(such as the Mletwa-Zulu) in southeastern Africa, the Nuer of the Sudan, the 

Masai of East Africa, and the For6 and Telefolnun of New Guinea. The aggres- 

sjve societies at the heart of these raiding clusters were rotten apples that spoiled 
their regional barrels. 

An analogous pattern is recognizable in Western history—various peoples 

and nations that were especially belligerent for several generations. The list of 

such Western rotten apples could include republican Rome, Late Classical 

Germany, medieval (Viking) Scandinavia, sixteenth-century Spain, seven¬ 

teenth-century’ France, revolutionary—Napoleonic France. During the nine¬ 
teenth century, Canada, Mexico, and most Indian tribes west of the Appala¬ 

chians had war-related reasons to regret that they were, in the words of a 

Mexican president, so far from God, so near the United States.” Certainly the 

- twentieth century would have been far less bloodstained if Germany and Japan 
had been less quarrelsome and covetous societies. 

Evidently, then, one factor intensifying warfare is an aggressive neighbor. 

Most societies that are frequently attacked not only fight to defend themselves, 

but also retaliate with attacks of their own, thus multiplying the amount of 

combat they engage in. Less aggressive societies, stimulated by more warlike 

groups in their vicinity, become more bellicose themselves, devote more atten¬ 

tion to military matters, and may institutionalize some aspects of war making. 

The military sodalities or clubs of the Pueblo tribes of the American Southwest 

seem to have been an institutional response to Apache-Navajo aggressiveness 

since they declined in importance and membership (and in some tribes disap- 

peared altogether) after the Apacheans were pacified by the Americans. With 

their long experience in defending against raids, the “peaceful” Pueblos were 

anything but peaceable. The Spaniards found them to be tough opponents 

initially and valorous and effective allies later in fighting with the nomadic 

tribes.2 

Why some societies are more inclined than others to assume the offensive is 

both an anthropological and a historical puzzle. In most (but not all) of the cases 

mentioned earlier, the aggressive groups acquired territory at the expense of 

more passive ones. But whether the desire for more territory causes aggressive¬ 

ness or whether expansion is merely an effect of bellicosity remains a conten¬ 

tious subject among scholars. Many expansionist nation-states experienced a 

higher rate of population growth than their less warlike neighbors.2 In some 

tribal cases, such growth was partially due to the practice of incorporating 

captive women and children into the tribe, as in the case of the Sudanese Nuer.4 

Nevertheless, aggressive American Indian groups should have been experienc¬ 
ing population declines from introduced diseases during the early historical 

period. Although tribal population figures are usually little more than educated 

guesses, it often appears that these more bellicose groups either were being less 

rapidly decimated than their immediate neighbors or may even have had a 
period of increasing population during their offensive heyday.5 For example, the 

estimated population of the aggressive Mohave was 3,000 jn the 1770s but 

4,000 in 1872—the dates that demarcate the period of their most intense raid¬ 

ing activity and territorial expansion. During the same period, the population of 

one of the Mohave's favorite enemies, the Maricopa, declined from 3,000 to 

400, primarily because of disease. 

Rapid population increases can create population pressure by increasing de¬ 

mand in the economy and stressing the capacity' of social institutions. For 

instance, having greater numbers of young men and women in the society 

requires having larger amounts of valuable commodities available to pay bride- 

prices or dowries. In societies where the number of achieved (that is, not 

inherited) leadership or bigh-status roles is limited, a population boom will lead 

to more competition for these few positions. Since these are often achieved on 

the basis of wealth and/or military prowess, the resulting internal competition 

will encourage more raiding and plundering of other social groups. For exam¬ 

ple, each new age-gTade among several East African tribes could advance in 
seniority, toward marriage and “elderhood,” only by raiding other tribes.6 This 

kind of population pressure can occur at any population density, since ir is the 

product of relative growth and not absolute numbers or density7. Population 

increase not only encourages aggression, but also provides a larger manpower 

pool to absorb the losses that more frequent combat entails and allows formation 

of larger war parties that are more likely to be successful. 

Another relatively common factor in such cases—and one that often accom- 
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panics population growth—Is the development or introduction of new tech¬ 

nology in food production, transportation, and weaponry. The relationship 

between maritime technology and European expansion is obvious. The intro¬ 

duction of the Old World horse had similar effects on the demography and 

militancy of many Indian tribes in North and South America. Likewise, the 

development of a special assegai (sword-spear) and some tactical innovations 

related to its use were instrumental in the Zulu expansion.7 Although these 

correlations remain controversial, the relationship between the diffusion of iron 

technology and the Bantu expansion in Africa, or between horse riding and the 

spread of the Indo-Europeans in Eurasia, may be prehistoric examples of this 

phenomenon. Perhaps a rapid population increase provides the push and new 

technology the pull in making some groups more aggressive. But whatever the 

reason—land hunger, rapid population increases, or new technology—some 

societies are more aggressive than others and radiate intensified warfare within 
their immediate vicinity. 

Of course, raiding dusters and the bellicose societies at the heart of them do 

not endure forever. The hyperaggressrve Norsemen have become the pacific 

Scandinavians. Except for a small class of samurai who used only edged 

weapons, Japan had been a peaceful, demilitarized nation for almost 250 years 

before Commodore Perry released its combative genie from its self-imposed 

botde. Two generations later, its bellicosity was extreme. But two generations 

after 1945, Japan is again demilitarized and has one of the lowest rates of violent 

crime in the world. Within a few generations, the fearsome Iroquois became 

peaceable yeoman farmers. After a traumatic defeat and temporary exile from 

their homeland in the 1860s, the Navaho quickly made the transition from 

rapacious raiders to peaceful pastoralists; the Navaho have since become world 

renowned for their rugs and silverwork. In time, then, aggressive groups may be 

pacified by defeat at the hands of equally aggressive but larger societies, or by 

the loss of their technological advantage when their adversaries also acquire 

them. Even in the absence of defeat, the zeal of expansionist societies tends to 

abate as they begin experiencing the diminishing returns of overextension or 

succumb to the attractions of consolidation and exploitation. Military ferocity is 

not a fixed quality of any race or culture, but a temporary condition that usually 
bears the seeds of it own destruction. 

FRONTIERS 

Some recent anthropological work argues that frontiers between different cul¬ 

tural groups, economic types, or ethnic stocks are among the most peaceful 

places on earth.8 Rather than constituting zones of tension and competition 

between different systems, such boundary regions (according to these accounts) 

are “open social systems” where the exchange of goods, labor, spouses, and 

information between two social realms is the order of the day. Impliridy, the 

anthropologists responsible for this interpretation seem to assume that these 

mutually beneficial exchanges discourage conflict and prevent war. The only 

exceptions allowed in this idyllic picture relate to Frontiers shared with civilized 

Europeans. All other frontiers—whether static or moving, whether between 

cultures or language groups, whether between farmers and foragers or nomads 

and villagers—are represented as realms of exchange and cooperation. 

Certainly, these scholars are correct in noting that even the sharpest 

boundaries between major cultural units seldom represent solid walls; rather, 

they resemble permeable tissues through which considerable exchange occurs. 

But due to three oversights, many anthropologists are excessively optimistic 

about the peacefulness of such places. 

The first problem, discussed in Chapter 8, is that exchange is an inducement 

to or source of war and not a bulwark against it Precisely because frontiers 

display things that people need or want (such as land, labor, spouses, and 

various commodities) just beyond the limits of their own social unit and beyond 

easy acquisition by the methods normal within their own society (such as shar¬ 

ing, balanced reciprocity, and redistribution by leaders), the temptation to gain 

them by warfare is especially strong in these regions. 

The second problem for the concept of peaceful frontiers is the fact that these 

regions necessarily lack the very social and cultural features that prevent dis¬ 

putes from turning violent- Independent societies have no overarching institu¬ 

tions of intersocietal mediation such as headmen, councils, and chiefs. Nor are 

there shared cultural values emphasizing group solidarity that treat bloodshed 

among fellow tribesmen or countrymen as especially horrifying and super - 

naturally disturbing. For example, God's Sixth Commandment to the Israelites 
applied only to themselves, as their later treatment of the Canaanites demon¬ 

strated. Indeed, the Sixth Commandment is more honestly and precisely trans¬ 

lated into English in the modem Jewish Torah as “Thou shall not murder,” 

since murder is the killing of a countryman, not the slaying of a foreigner in war. 

- The social-solidarity values that oppose “us” to “them” help foment the collec¬ 

tive violence of war from disputes between individuals of different societies. For 

riiis reason, much of the “infojnmation” exchanged across social boundaries and 

frontiers may be acrimonious and include uncomplimentary' ethnic epithets (for 

example, “Filthy-Lodge People,” “Nit-heads,” “Grey Feces,” “Spitde,” “Bas¬ 

tards,” “Ferocious Rats,” or the common and unambiguous “Enemies”).9 It is 

not just in movie Westerns that frontiers are regions of cultural antagonism 

where the legal and cultural constraints on violence are lax. 

Finally, frontier areas tend to be less peaceful than the interiors of social and 

cultural domains because they are the most exposed to raids, the first to feel the 
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effects of enemy depredations, and the most inclined to retaliate. Because they 

are usually less densely setded, easier to surprise, and easier to retreat from if 

resistance proves too great, border regions attract raids. The greater vul¬ 

nerability and volatility of frontiers explain why they have often been buffered by 

no-man’s-lands and why their setdements have often been protected fry forti¬ 

fications. 

There are three major lands of cultural frontiers: civilized-tribal; pastoral 

nomad-village farmer; and farmer-forager. Because civilizations produce writ¬ 

ten records, the first type of frontier has been the object of some comparative 

studies.10 These comparisons indicate that although warfare between civilized 

and tribal peoples is not inevitable (as some examples prove), it has almost 

invariably occurred when a frontier involving a setdement or political control has 

moved. Very few pastoralist—farmer frontiers have been described that were not 

also part of primitive-civilized boundaries or from which warfare had been 

eliminated by the power of a state. And such frontiers seem to have been 

especially tense, even after pacification. Certainly, the few unpacked herder- 

farmer frontiers described ethnographically—for example, that between the 

aggressive Masai herdsmen of East Africa and their setded Bantu neighbors— 

appear to have been plagued by raiding and warfare.*1 Because farmer-forager 

interactions have been the focus of considerable archaeological discussion, the 

ethnography and ethnohistory of such frontiers can be used to test the peaceful- 

frontier concept 

Anthropologists who consider uncivilized farmer-forager frontiers peaceful 

invariably use as examples the relationships commonly found between certain 

tropical-forest hunting peoples and their village farmer neighbors—especially 

the relationship between Pygmy hunters and Bantu (or other Negro) farmers in 

central Africa. But using this well-known example first of all requires discount¬ 

ing the Bantu’s claim that the Pygmies are actually their dependent subjects, 

literally serfs or "servants.”12 it also means overlooking the implications of the 

Pygmies’ occasional resort to crop theft when their Bantu "masters” are not 

forthcoming enough. Recent evidence on the diet of Pygmies indicates that they 

could not survive in the tropical forest without recourse to the substantial 

amounts of food (approximately 65 percent of their calories) they obtain from 

the agriculturalists.13 This dependency is further evidenced by the fact that no 

Pygmy groups speak their own language but only those of their Negro patrons. 

Under the circumstances, it is hardly surprising that Pygmies remain at peace 

and socially subordinate to the Bantu; to do otherwise would result either in 

starvation or in destruction at the hands of the more numerous Bantu. Most, if 

not all, supposedly benign fanner-forager relations in the tropical forests are 

predicated on a similar dietary dependence of the foragers and on the social 

subordination that follows from it.14 

Any ethnographic evidence of frequent hostilities between farmers and for¬ 

agers outside the tropical forests is dismissed by peaceful-frontier advocates as 

being a product of the disruptions that resulted from colonization by civilized 

peoples. This dismissal, like others of its ilk, is difficult to refute since all 

evidence of the hostilities comes from the supposed disrupters. 

Yet it is difficult to dismiss the indications of frontier hostilities between the 

hunter-gatherers of southern Africa and their pastoral or farming neighbors.15 

The pasroral Khoikhoi (Hottentots) of the Cape region of South Africa at first 

contact were already fighting with the San (Bushmen) hunter-gatherers, who 

were raiding their livestock. Initially, the Khoikhoi welcomed Europeans as 

allies in this struggle. The precontact provenance of these Khoikhoi-San hos¬ 

tilities is anested by rock paintings left by the San and by the derogatory 

Khoikhoi term San, which means something like "no-account rascal.” More¬ 

over, when the Kalahari San of Botswana encountered expanding Bantu 

Tswana herders, the oral histories of both sides show chat fighting and mutual 

raiding occurred. The Tswana term for the San was Masarwa, the Ma- prefix 

designating an enemy tribe (now softened by the Botswana government to 

Basarma, using the Ba- prefix signifying friendly Bantu tribes). San hunter- 

gatherers in southeastern Africa fought with the neighboring Nguni Bantu 

tribes—again because of stock raiding. These San-Nguni conflicts are recorded 

in prehistoric San rock paintings (Figure 9.1) showing small-statured bowmen 

without shields (San) fighting large-statured warriors bearing shields, spears, 

and knobkerries (Nguni). In one early recorded incident, a Xhosa (Bantu) chief 

ordered his warriors to exterminate the local San because they had killed his 

favorite ox. In wars fought between rival Bantu tribes or clans* women and 

children were usually spared; but in raids on stock-stealing San bands, often aJJ 

were slaughtered, without regard to sex or age. San bows and poisoned arrows 

fared very well in combat against Bantu shields, clubs, and spears, however, so 

extermination was not easy to accomplish. As a result, a certain balance of power 

was often established, especially in settings where rugged country gave the 

elusive San tactical advantages. In mountainous Lesotho, relations between the 

Sotho Bantu and the San were supposedly amiable until Sotho hunting with 

guns made game scarce and San stock raiding created conflicts. In all these 

cases, the dynamic behind this farmer-forager warfare was the same: Khoikhoi 

or Bantu retaliation for San livestock raiding, which itself was often predicated 

on or exacerbated by game shortages created by the hunting of the farmer- 

herders and by the ecological transformations induced by tillage and grazing. 

This hostile dynamic was finally transformed when the better-armed and horse- 

mounted Boers arrived on the scene. They, like the Nguni and Khoikhoi, found 

that the San were difficult to subdue because of their poisoned arrows and the 

mobility of their small bands. Indeed, the hostility of the San in the Sneeuwburg 
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Figure 9.1 Prehistoric rock painting showing battle between San foragers oo the left 

and Bantu farmers on the right. The San are armed only, with bows, whereas the 

Bantu carry oxhide shields and spears (held in reserve behind the shield) and wield 

knobkerries (a wooden club that could be thrown). The tadpole shapes around the 

San bowmen may represent thrown knobkerries. (Redrawn from Wilson and 

Thompson 1983) 

Mountains halted the expansion of the Trekboers bn the northeastern Cape for 

thirty years and even forced the frontier back in some areas. In the end, though, 

when the Boers became numerous enough, their commandos (militia) simply 

exterminated the San. 

In none of these cases were hostilities incessant, even after Europeans ap¬ 

peared on the scene; in fact, there is plentiful evidence of trade, intermarriage, 

and the incorporation of individual San as “clients” or serfs by the Khoikhoi and 

Bantu tribes. However, being the clients of one Khoikhoi tribe did not prevent 

San bands from raiding other Khoikhoi groups, so clientship did not necessarily 

I eliminate fanner-forager hostilities. 

In recent descriptions of these patron-client relationships between farmer- 

herders and foragers by historians and anthropologists, the arrangement is 

depicted as benign, voluntary, and mutually beneficial. But a description of San 

clientship by a Bantu Tswana chief has a very different tenor; 

The Masarwa [that is, the San) are slaves. They can be killed. It is no crime. They 

are like cattle. If they run away, their masters can bring them back and do what they 

like in the way of punishment. They are never paid. If the Masarwa live in the veld, 

and I want any to work for me, I go out and take any I want.16 

This quotation raises questions about another dynamic recognized by advocates 

of peaceful frontiers. Proponents of this theory argue that farmers and herders 

on thinly settled frontiers often experience labor shortages that can be intense at 

certain seasons (such as during the harvest) and that it was convenient for them 

to enlist the temporary help of the local Foragers in exchange for surplus food. 

The Tswana chiefs description implies that it can be just as convenient for the 

more numerous farmers to conscript foragers by force, keep them as involuntary 

servants, and “pay” them bare subsistence. For the farmers, this version of 

farmer-forager symbiosis has the additional advantage of simultaneously elimi¬ 

nating potential stock rustlers and crop thieves. In an account of the first contact 

between his tribe and the IKung San, a Tswana claimed that the San accepted a 

servile status out of fear of the Tswana and that, had these San resisted, the 

Tswana “would have slaughtered them.”17 

But the San were not the only hunter-gatherers to harass village farmers, nor 

was stock theft the only torment raiders inflicted. Both foragers and pastoralists 

showed a propensity for stealing crops as well as livestock from settled farmers 

(although, when there was a choice, livestock seems to have been the preferred 

booty, probably because it can be taken away under its own power).18 Such 

thefts, however, were seldom accomplished without combat or inciting retalia¬ 

tory raids. One old story among the Navajo is that the first time they ever heard 

this name applied to them (they call themselves Dine, or “people”) was when 

one band was robbing a Tewa Pueblo cornfield; the victims shouted “Navaho” 

when the thieves were discovered. Among the Western Apaches of Arizona, 

when the meat supply of a band began to run low, an older woman would 

complain publicly and suggest that a raid be mounted to obtain a fresh supply. 

The band leader would then call for volunteers, and a small party of no more 

than fifteen warriors would set off for an enemy settlement. Moving as unob¬ 

trusively as possible, they would attempt to drive off some of the enemy’s herds 

and then beat a very' rapid retreat back home. The party would fight if it was 
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caught, but it tried to avoid any contact; the object was simply to obtain food, not 

to inflict damage. If any raiders were killed or the victims retajiated by killing a 

band member, a much larger war party—up to 200 warriors—would depart, 

surround the offending settlement, and kiU as many of its inhabitants as possi¬ 

ble. Similarly, the Mura of central Brazil preferred to raid neighboring seden¬ 

tary farmers for manioc and other crops rather than cultivate these themselves. 

Since pastoral and foraging groups were usually highly mobile and had such 

large territories to hide in, they were very difficult to catch, either to reclaim lost 

goods or to exact retribution. To note that foraging or pastoral nomads made 

exasperating adversaries for settled farmers is an understatement; to claim that 

they were almost never enemies is wishful thinking. 

While static frontiers were often hostile, moving ones presented an even 

greater potential for violent conflicts, since they added further explosives to an 

already volatile mix. A moving cultural boundary meant that one human physical 

type, language, culture, or economic system was expanding at the expense of 

another. Of course, such spreads were sometimes accomplished through the 

peaceful mechanisms of intermarriage, willing adoption of novelties, and volun¬ 

tary annexation. But people tend to be attached to their traditional way of life, 

territory, and political independence and are seldom completely defenseless; 

consequently, warfare often accompanies the movement of a frontier and occa¬ 

sionally may be the only mechanism by which it can advance. When the move¬ 

ment of a frontier involves colonization by newcomers on a large scale, condi¬ 

tions favoring warfare reach their peak. The newcomers'are at least intruding, if 

not trespassing; often compete with the natives for land, water, game, firewood, 

and other limited materials; commonly change the local ecology; are inclined to 

be cavalier about the property rights of the other but are fastidious about their 

own; and exhibit inscrutably odd customs and tastes. It is seldom long before the 

colonists1 behavior convinces the aborigines that the newcomers should be 

encouraged to be “new11 someplace else. Thistype of moving colonist frontier is 

documented historically only for literate civilizations; all others are the province 

of archaeologists and are subject to the vagaries of their interpretive fashions. 

The advance and retreat of most (but not all) of these civilized settler frontiers 

have been accompanied by frequent warfare, as between the Romans and the 

Celts or Germans in western Europe, the late medieval Spanish and the 

Gaunche tribesmen of the Canary Islands, the medieval Japanese and Ainu 

tribesmen on Honshu, the modem Japanese and the Taiwanese Aborigines, and 

the modem Europeans and almost everyone else.19 

Comparable prehistoric frontiers do give evidence that violence was common 

or at least expected.20 The conflicts already in existence at the dawn of historical 

records between the Khoikhoi or Bantu and the San in southern Africa and 

between the Navaho—Apache and the Pueblos in the American Southwest have 

already been mentioned. In eastern North America, the intrusion of Mississip¬ 

pi peoples into various regions between a.d. 900 and 1400 was marked by the 

fortification of almost all new settlecnents in these areas. The retreat of these 

Mississippians from northeastern Illinois in the face of the expansion of Oneota 

settlements was marked by a high level of violent death and fortified villages. A 

concentration of fortified settlements and the horrific Crow Creek massacre 

occurred on or near a fluctuating frontier between Middle Missouri (proto- 

Mandan) and Coalescent (proto-Ankara) farmers between A.D. 1300 and 1500. 

The abandonment of some areas in northwestern New Mexico by An a sari 

farmers between a.d. 1050 and 1300 was immediately preceded by frequent 

fortification and destruction of settlements as well as other indications of vio¬ 

lence. There is also considerable indication of violence on the periphery of the 

shrinking area of Hohokam occupation in Arizona during this same period. 

Hostile frontiers, then, are not unusual in the later prehistory of the best- 

studied regions of North America. 

Far earlier in western Europe, some 7,000 to 6,000 years ago, colonizing 

Early Neolithic farmers appeal to have encountered, or expected to encounter, 

a hostile reception from the indigenous Mesolithic hunter-gatherers.21 The 

farmers of the Impressed Ware (or Cardial) culture founded settlements at 

favorable locations along the Mediterranean coasts and often fortified these 

sites with ditches. The local foragers, whose sites were less substantial and 

unfortified, adopted (perhaps by looting) ceramics and livestock from these 

settlers. At one Cardial site in southern France, archaeologists found a few 

skulls with cut-marks from decapitation. These skulls differed in physical type 

from that of the Cardial fanners, but resembled the type of Mesolithic foragers 

farther to the north. It therefore appears that the Cardial farmers at least 

occasionally killed foragers and kept their heads as trophies. The colonization of 

Germany and the Low Countries by farmers of the Linear Ponery culture was 

accompanied by fortified border villages (Figure 9.2) and, in Belgium at least, a 

20- to 30-kilometer (12- to 18-mile) no-man's-land between these defended 

sites and the settlements of Final Mesolithic foTagers (Figure 9.3). In one of 

these border villages, most of the houses had been burned, after which the 

village was fortified. As the trophy heads atOfnetand the mass grave atTalheim 

demonstrate, neither the indigenous foragers nor the invading Linear Pottery 

farmers were peaceful among themselves; thus it is unlikely that they treated 

each other less violently. Because human remains from this period and area are 

extremely rare (the soils did not preserve them well), no direct evidence yet 

exists of farmers killed with Mesolithic weapons or vice versa. Nevertheless, the 

fortification of pioneer and border settlements does imply that hostilities were 
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Figure 9.2 Distribution of LBK or Linear Pottery (Early Neolithic) enclosures rela¬ 
tive to the limits of LBK expansion at rwo stages. The frontier distribution of the 
Most Ancient enclosures is very clear, while the pattern for the Early and Late pe¬ 
riods is less clear because two periods are combined. (Hockmann 1990; drawn by 
Ray Brod, Department of Geography, University of Illinois at Chicago) 

expected on these earliest European farmer-forager frontiers. From both the 

Old World and the New World, evidence suggests that prehistoric frontiers, like 

more recent examples, were far from placid. 

HARD TIMES 

In a recent cross-cultural study of the circumstances surrounding preindustiial 

warfare, Carol and Melvin Ember noted that the noniDdustrial societies most 

frequently embroiled in warfare were those that “have had a history of expect¬ 

able but unpredictable disasters” (droughts, floods, insect infestations, and so 

on).22 These disasters do not include anticipatable chronic food shortages, such 

Figure 9.3 Distribution of LBK or Linear Pottery farming settlements versus Final 
Mesolithic foragers campsites, ca. 5000 B.c., in northeastern Belgium. Notice the no- 
man’s-land to the north where no major geographical barrier (such as the deep valley 
of the Meuse) intervenes. (Redrawn after Keeley and Cahen 1989 by Ray Brod, De¬ 
partment of Geography, University of Illinois at Chicago) 

as the “hungry season” endured by many hunter-gatherers and subsistence 

farmers in higher latitudes during the late winter and early spring. The clear 

implication is that the most war-prone groups go to war to recoup losses due to 

natural calamities, to replace deteriorating pastures and fields by means of 

territorial expansion, and to cushion the effects of expected future losses. 

Droughts figure frequently in examples of disaster-driven warfare.23 The 

various nomadic raiders who preyed on the Pueblos of the American Southwest 

were especially active during dry years. As noted earlier, the Hopi anticipated 

trading rattier than raiding from approaching Apaches only if (rare) rain clouds 

were visible in the direction from which the Apaches were approaching. Offen¬ 

sive raiding by the Maricopa of Arizona was associated with low-water stages on 
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the Colorado and Gila rivers. A similar correlation with dry spells is attested for 

the raids of Libyan and Asiatic Bedouin pastoralists on the Faiyum and Nile 

Delta frontiers of ancient Egypt. The increase in fighting among South African 

Bantu tribes in the early nineteenth century seems to have resulted in pan from 

years of decreasing rainfall following forty years of better conditions during 

which both human and catde populations had increased. The coincident emer¬ 

gence and expansion of the Zulu state under such overcrowded conditions set 

off a confused and sanguinary period of forced migrations by marauding bands 

of refugees known as the Mfecane. A similarly bellicose time of troubles, ac¬ 

companied by political consolidation, apparently occurred in parts of the Ameri¬ 

can Southwest during a long drought in the twelfth century.24 It is hardly 

surprising that—seeing their crops wither, their herds dwindle, and their fami¬ 

lies go hungry—men would fight to obtain means of subsistence from someone 

else. During the warfare and attendant suffering of the Bantu Mfecane and 

various prehistoric southwestern droughts, some desperate people were appar¬ 

ently even driven to cannibalism.25 

In fact, it is becoming increasingly certain that many prehistoric cases of 

intensive warfare in various regions corresponded with hard times created by 

ecological and climatic changes.26 The extreme violence noted in South Dakota 

just after a.d. 1300 follows a late-thirteenth^-century climate change that caused 

the migration of Coalescent farmers from the west-central Plains into the region 

occupied by Middle Missouri villagers. The bones of the slaughtered Coales¬ 

cent villagers at Crow Creek bore evidence that the villagers had been ill- 

nourished for a prolonged period before their deaths. Judging from the propor¬ 

tion of skeletons with embedded projectile points, the most violent periods in 

the later prehistory of the Santa Barbara Channel region in California are 

related to “warm-water events'‘ that disrupted the productivity of coastal waters 

and caused widespread dietary deficiencies. Certain pathologies (such as rick-^ 

erts) possibly related to inadequate diet were also common in the Late Paleo¬ 

lithic Qadan cemeteries, including the often-mentioned one at Gebel Sahaba, 

No type of economy or social organization is immune to natural disasters or to 

the impetus they give to warfare; foragers, farmers, bands, and states all can 

suffer them. Because of their smaller territories, slimmer subsistence margins, 

and more limited transportation systems, however, smaller-scale societies are 

more susceptible to injury from these disasters than are large states and empires. 

In the latter, a famine in one area can be ameliorated with supplies transported 

from more favored areas or taken from centralized food reserves. In a small 

society, the needed supplies may be too distant for practical transportation by 

human, animal, or canoe. Moreover, these supplements must be obtained by 

trade with outsiders who may not be particularly charitable, and trade itself (as 

we have seen) is a rich source of incitements to war. It should be said that larger, 
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denser, and more technically sophisticated societies have a greater capacity co 

create their own disasters through deforestation, overgrazing, soil salinization, 

the introduction of new pests, and even foolish economic policies. But whatever 

their source, hard times create a very strong temptation for needy people to 

take—or try to take—what they lack from others. 

What makes disaster-driven warfare especially bitter is that the defenders, ^ 

while usually somewhat better off than the attackers, commonly are suffering to 

some degree from the same natural adversities. In such dire circumstances, any 

group that yields an acre of land or a bushel of com may risk its own survival; 

war does become a struggle for existence. Of course, not ail wars occur under 

these conditions, and sometimes people are simply too weakened by famine to \ 

fight. But natural disasters are clearly predicaments that increase the frequency i 

and intensity of war. _J 

t. r 
f 
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TEN 

Naked, Poor, and 

Mangled Peace 

Its Desirability and Fragility 

The other side of the question What contexts promote 

war? is What conditions favor peace? Indeed, answer¬ 

ing the first question satisfactorily is impossible with¬ 

out addressing the second. However, the second question is 

much more difficult to answer on the basis of ethnographic 

data, simply because genuinely peaceful societies—as we 

have seen—are extremely rare. Both the historical and the 

ethnographic records display what frustrated social anthro¬ 

pologist Thomas Gregor called a “scarcity of peace.”1 Any 

attempt to look for the common circumstances and Cultural 

features that encourage peace must proceed under this 

rather severe constraint. 

ATTITUDES TOWARD WAR AND PEACE 

Although warfare in many (if pot most) nonstate societies 

was extremely frequent, deadly, and destructive, little evi¬ 

dence indicates that its practitioners and potential victims 

revelled in or harbored a special affection for it. Like people 

143 



144 NAKED, POOR, AND MANGLED PEACE hs Desirability and Fragility 145 

in civilized societies, tribal people responded to warfare with mixed emotions 

and contradictory social reactions. In most nonstate societies, as in our own,** 

prowess and effective leadership in combat were granted high status and other 

rewards. The costs of defeat were so high and warfare was so frequent that the 

braVe and skilled warrior was of immense social value. But warfare, whether, 

primitive or civilized, involves losses, suffering, and terror, even for the victors. 

Consequendy, it was nowhere viewed as an unalloyed good, and the respect 

accorded to accomplished warriors was often tinged with aversion. 

For example, it was common the world over for the warrior who had just 

killed an enemy to be regarded by his own people as spiritually polluted or 

contaminated.2 He therefore had to undergo a magical cleansing to remove this 

pollution. Often he had to live for a time in seclusion, eat special food or fast, be 

excluded from participation in rituals, and abstain from sexual intercourse. 

Because he was a spiritual danger to himself and anyone he touched, a Huli 

killer of New Guinea could not use his shooting hand for several days; had to 

stay awake the first night after the killing, chanting spells; drink “bespelled” 

water; and exchange his bow for another. South American Carib warriors had to 

cover their heads for a month after dispatching an enemy. An African Meru 

warrior, after killing, had to pay a curse remover to conduct the rituals that 

would purge his impurity and restore him to society. A Marquesan was tabooed 

for ten days after a war killing. A Chilcotin of British Columbia who had killed 

an enemy had to live apart from the group for a time, and all returning raiders 

had to cleanse themselves by drinking water and vomiting. These and similar 

rituals emphasize the extent to which homicide was deemed abnormal, even 

when committed against enemies, J 
Furthermore, even the most bellicose societies did not award their best war¬ 

riors or captains their highest positions of status or leadership.3 Instead, these 

rewards were reserved for men who, although they were often expected to be 

brave and skilled in war, were more proficient in the arts of peace—oratory, 

wealth acquisition, generosity, negotiation, and ritual knowledge. The six de¬ 

sired characteristics of a western Apache headman, for instance, were indus- 

rriousness, generosity, impartiality, forbearance, conscientiousness, and elo¬ 

quence; not one of these pertains directly to warfare. Cheyenne “peace chiefs” 

had more political influence, material wealth, and wives than the chiefs who led 

war parties. Among the militarily sophisticated and war-tom tribes of the Pacific 

Northwest Coast, chiefs and high-ranking males owed their status to inheri¬ 

tance and wealth, not to military prowess. The “Big Men” of highland New 

Guinea were seldom renowned warriors; rather, they were wealthy, generous, 

and persuasive. Among the Mae Enga, it was recognized that “rubbish men”— 

those with the least wealth and the lowest status—were often the most effective 

warriors. Civilized soldiers have often observed, with Kipling, that they are 

treated as saviors “when the guns begin to shoot” but are received with much 

less enthusiasm (and even with distaste) in peacetime. Evidently, tribal warriors 

were often regarded with similar reserve. 

While men could acquire the spoils of victory or, even in defeat, die enhanced 

status of a warrior, women’s share from warfare was mostly negative. Even if 

they and their children were less likely to suffer physical harm than adult males, 

women had a great deal more to lose and less opportunity ro gain. The gardens 

they tended and the food stores they produced could be looted or destroyed, and 

their homes razed. The threat of capture, rape, and exile loomed if the men 

were defeated. In short, they shared many of the risks but few of the benefits of 

war. It is therefore not surprising ro discover that in many societies women 

detested war. Representing the unanimous opinion of her sex in a society where 

land disputes were the most common cause of fighting, one Mae Enga woman 

protested, “Men are killed but the land remains. The land is there in its own 

right and it does not command people to fight for it.”4 Such feminine antipathy 

toward for war was neither universal nor eternal, however. The taunts of women 

often incited men to fight; women took an active role in the torture of captives, 

as among the Tupi and Carib of South America; and in a few cases, women 

participated in actual combat (Chapter 2). But in the more commonly encoun¬ 

tered situation, where their opinions on political matters were discounted or 

ignored and where their expected role was to suffer in silence, women usually 

viewed warfare as an unredeemed evil. 

At some level, even the most militant warriors recognized the evils of war and 

the desirability of peace.5 Thus certain New Guinea Jalemo warriors, who 

praised and bragged about military feats and who took great pleasure in eating 

both the pigs and the corpses of vanquished enemies, readily confessed that war 

was a bad thing that depleted pig herds, incurred burdensome debts, and re¬ 

stricted trade and travel. Similarly, despite their frequent resort to it, Kapauku 

Papuans seem to hate war. As one man put it: 

War is bad and nobody likes it Sweet potatoes disappear, pigs disappear, fields 

deteriorate, and many relatives and friends get killed. But one cannot Kelp it. A man 

starts a fight and no matter how much one depises him, one has to go and help 

because he is one’s relative and one feels sorry for him. 

In small-scale societies, jt is usually a matter of “my relatives, right or wrong” 

rather than “my country.” 

Even the fierce head-hunting Jivaro of South America regarded their inces¬ 

sant warfare as a curse. Additional evidence of the universal preference for 

peace is the ease and even gratitude with which some of the most warlike of 

tribal peoples accepted colonial pacification or, in the new conditions wrought 

by European contact, pacified themselves.6 For example, Auyana men in New 

i 
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Guinea declared that life was much better after pacification because now 0De 

could go out to urinate in the morning without fear of ambush and one could eat 

a meal without anxiety about raids. Whether one takes any of these protestations 

at face value or cynically* they are remarkably like the attitudes and platitudes 

expressed by civilized people* both military and civilian. 

In a rare ethnographic mention of psychological reactions to combat* some 

New Guinean Auyana warriors with reputations for bravery—actually all who 

were asked—admitted to suffering nightmares about becoming isolated in com¬ 

bat. A somewhat comparable nightmare about engaging in solitaiy combat 

against a raiding party of spirits and being trapped was recorded from a New 

Guinea Tauade man.7 Almost identical nightmares involving being left behind 

or otherwise separated from one’s comrades and being surrounded or trapped 

by enemies have been a common symptom of “combat neurosis’* or “delayed 

stress syndrome” among American combat veterans.8 These examples provide 

tantalizing evidence that the fear and gore of combat are traumatic regardless of 

the cultural value placed on military prowess and that primitive combat is every 

bit as stressful and terrible as modem warfare. 

On Tahiti, where warfare was especially brutal and merciless, “exhorters,” 

called Rauti, circulated constantly among the warriors during combat, urging 

the latter to spare no enemy—even relative or friend—and to display the ferocity 

of “the devouring wild dog.” When they were being browbeaten into doing 

something, Tahitian men would murmur, “This is equal to a Rauti.”9 This 

custom strongly implies that even when enemy atrocities to avenge were plenti¬ 

ful and where warfare was customarily exceptionally cruel, men had to be 

persistently nagged into committing acts of inhumanity. 

Ethnographers have seldom asked individuals—men or women—about their 

attitudes toward and reactions to war, but the few available examples show that 

personal reactions in tribal societies varied as much as they do among civilized 

folk and that few people regarded war as more than a necessary evil. It was 

redeemed only by the opportunity it afforded for the display of courage and by 

the prospect of the profits of victory. In other words, tribal peoples were much 

like ourselves. 

To judge from their mythologies, most cultural groups have invented many 

stories to account for the origins of warfare or for the warlike nature of aggres¬ 

sive neighbors, but they have created very few devoted to the genesis of peace. 

Although this seeming lack may be a consequence of the inadequate questions 

asked by ethnographers, it may also reflect a sense that war needs excuses (in the 

form of grievances, causes, mythological prescriptions by gods and ancestors, 

and so on), whereas peace requires none. From a similar survey, Harry Turney- 

High concludes that war and the killing it entails put men in a situation that they 

find at least uncomfortable and that peace is preferred “even in the minds of the 

most warlike peoples,”10 The clear implication is that peace is unexcep¬ 

tional, normal, and desirable to humans everywhere; and war is not. 

Given that war is universally condemned and peace is everywhere preferred, 

it is very difficult to argue that values and attitudes play any significant role in 

P promoting peace or war. As we have seen, even the most bellicose societies 

appear to regard their military heroes with mixed feelings—honoring their 

deeds but treating them in the short rerm as spiritually contaminated and deny¬ 

ing them in the long term the highest rewards of wealth and status. Evidence 

also suggests that combat is just as psychologically traumatic for tribal warriors 

as for their civilized counterparts. People universally recognize that even for 

victors the practical effects of warfare are extremely unpleasant. It seems impos¬ 

sible that attitudes that are so widespread, realistic, and rational, that reflect 

direct experience and self-interest, are insincere or merely abstract. Yet if this 

worldwide revulsion had any real impact on social behavior, wars should be rare 

and peace common; instead the opposite is true. 

This state of affairs is a paradox only for idealists, however. For materialists, 

values, beliefs, and attitudes are primarily epiphenomenal “superstructures”— 

that is, they either passively reflect or actively obfuscate economic and social 

reality. Negative attitudes toward war certainly reflect the unpleasant realities of 

warfare, but values and beliefs are slippery and changeable. Ironically (but often 

without the least trace of hypocrisy), a desire for peace has justified peacetime 

military preparations and the wartime use of very brutal methods. With bewil¬ 

dering rapidity, hated enemies can become respected allies, devout pacifists can 

become tigers on the battlefield, peaceable societies can become belligerent, 

and vice versa. The roots of war and peace clearly lie in certain social and 

] economic circumstances that mold or override values and attitudes, 

MAKING PEACE fBy far the most common form of settlement concluding a tribal war involves 

having a leader on one side declare a desire for peace; this overture is then 

accepted by the opposing leader, followed by an exchange of gifts or the mutual 

payment of homicide compensation. This process may sound easy, but in prac¬ 

tice the establishment of peace at any stage short of the utter defeat or annihila¬ 

tion of oue party is as difficult and delicate a task as any arranged peace between 

contending nation-states.11 Usually, peace negotiations are not even considered 

unless the fighting has reached an impasse and losses are approximately equal 

for both contenders. If the losses are not relatively even, there may be consider¬ 

able resistance to a settlement on both sides: one group has suffered deaths that 

it must leave unavenged; the other must pay out a larger amount of “blood 

money1’ than it will receive.12 Or one group may feel strong enough to push the 
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fighting to a more decisive conclusion. Before any peace negotiations can even 

begin* there must be a general consensus for peace among the warriors on both 

sides, which may be difficult to obtain. Any “hawks” or “hotheads” dissenting 

from the consensus can easily sabotage the negotiations simply by committing 

further violence. Even with such a consensus* reaching a final settlement can be 

a laborious and precarious endeavor. 

The peace-making process among the Central Enga of New Guinea illus¬ 

trates the excruciating delicacy necessary to establish peace between small-scale 

societies.13 When it is clear that neither side can defeat the other and when 

losses are nearly equal, the allies of the principal contenders will usually suggest 

that a peace be negotiated. Then the big men, or political leaders (who are not 

the war leaders), of the two principals will try to exhort a consensus for peace 

among their own warriors, with opposition expected from self-confident “fight 

leaders,” hotheaded young bachelors, and bereaved relatives of the slain. If the 

necessary consensus can be obtained from each side, neutral go-betweens carry 

proposals and counterproposals concerning the composition of the peace dele¬ 

gations and the location of the peace conference. These are important issues 

because both sides may suspect a treacherous ambush and because the inclusion 

of hawks or hotheads in either delegation would increase the likelihood of 

violence erupting at the meeting. Even when a mutually agreeable meeting has 

been arranged, it remains “no easy task to create a setting for reasonable dis¬ 

course, one that will not disintegrate into bloody violence.” When meeting, the 

delegates lay aside their bows and spears (but not their axes), and both sides 

keep armed warriors lurking within earshot, ready to intervene if treachery is 

attempted or violence breaks out. As an opening, the opposing Big Men make 

prolonged speeches justifying their cause in a formal florid style* spiced with 

humor at the expense of their adversaries. Despite their conventionaii2ed char¬ 

acter and humor* these orations can fray tempers and lead to an explosion. 

When these harangues are finished* the crucial issue of blood-money payments 

is addressed. If this hagglingis successful, down payments of homicide compen¬ 

sation are presented and divided among those due to receive them (the relatives 

of the slain). No one is ever really satisfied with these down payments, and it 

requires all of the Big Men’s influence and powers of persuasion to have them 

accepted. It is very common for a brawl to break out at this point, as some 

warriors reject what they consider insultingly small payments. Should any blood 

be drawn, the wax resumes. If this hurdle is successfully passed, however* more 

bombastic speeches follow, threatening dire consequences should the foes delay 

or default in making full payment of their reparations. In practice, Enga clans 

usually try to evade paying the outstanding blood money by resorting to delays, 

procrastinations, or token payments, so most of their “peaces” seldom endure 

for long. 

As the Enga example shows* the custom of paying blood money or ocher 

forms of war reparations are almost as much a cause of subsequent warfare as of 

immediate peace. New disputes can arise or fighting can resume when compen¬ 

sation is not paid promptly or to the satisfaction of the recipients. Indeed, among 

the Huli of New Guinea^ unpaid homicide indemnities have been identified as a 

very common cause of wars.14 In addition, any wounded man who dies after the 

peace is concluded* even years later, requires new compensation. These belated 

claims are often refused, and the war begins again. Some New Guinea groups 

have even conducted autopsies to establish whether an old wound (or which of 

several old wounds) was the cause of death and represents a basis for a blood- 

money claim. In some cultures, compensation must be p^d to families of allies 

killed in battle; if these payments are delayed or withheld, former allies can 

become active enemies. In general, reparations are a very weak mechanism for 

maintaining peace, and they often prove to be an impediment to reconciliation 

or an inducement to further violence.15 

Other noncompensatory methods for establishing peace have been no more 

effective. For example, the Murngin of Australia would arrange very stylized 

and relatively harmless duels between the contenders in order to make peace. 

But these “peace-making fights” were often unsuccessful because the tribal 

elders could not control the tempers of their younger men; then one side would 

inflict a serious injury or death on the other, and wholesale fighting would 

resume.16 

Just as with the Treaty of Versailles, the settlement of one tribal conflict could 

produce grievances leading to the start of another. Because these agreements 

were not enforced by a more powerful third party, peace settlements between 

nonstate societies, like those between nations, tended to be extremely brittle. 

The broken settlements* shifting alliances, smoldering grievances, and (in some 

instances) gross treachery displayed by nonstate societies led one ethnographer 

to remark that if records had been kept, the history of many such groups would 

be as complicated as that of any modem European nation.17 Peace may thus 

have been more precious in the precivilized condition because it was so rare and 

fleering. 

States enjoy a slight advantage over nonstates with regard to peace making 

because they exercise a much greater degree of centralized control over their 

populations and economic resources. Because political decision making is in the 

hands of a tiny minority of a state's population, no complete consensus is needed 

from all citizens or soldiers before a peace can be negotiated. Hawkish dis¬ 

senters can be controlled or even eliminated by the police institutions typical of 

states. States are then better able to enforce the peace from their own side. 

Where individuals have greater autonomy, as in small-scale societies or on 

colonial frontiers* almost anyone can commit acts (amounting to crimes) that 
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bring their social units into armed conflict with neighbors. Of course, ambitious, 

greedy, treacherous, or faithless ruling elites can start wars without obtaining 

the consent of their subjects. 

One of the apologies for imperialism during its heyday was pacification—the 

suppression of intertribal warfare by persuasion or force (usually the latter) and 

the substitution of legal means of resolving disputes or redressing wrongs. Had 

pacification and “the rule of law,” wider trade, and improvements in transporta¬ 

tion and communication been the only innovations introduced by imperial 

agents, imperialism might ultimately have been more of a boon and less of an 

ordeal for its native subjects. In fact, colonial pacification was not an end in itself 

but a means to achieve goals that almost invariably benefited the intruders as 

much as they harmed the native inhabitants; forced labor, loss of territory, 

economic exploitation, subordinate social and political status, and lack of legal 

redress against wrongs or crimes committed by colonists. The price of imperial 

peace was manifold indignity, dispossession, abject poverty, slavery, famine, and 

worse; and that price was surely too high. The peace that humans universally 

desire is not that of the grave or the chain gang, but imperial pacification often 

meant both. 

MAINTAINING PEACE 

As Gregor noted when decrying the scarcity of peace, the most common peace¬ 

able societies are ones that could evade the problem of intertribal relations by 

fleeing conflict, because they lived in very sparsely settled regions and were 

isolated from intimate contact with others by oceans, desen wastes, mountain 

barriers, unhealthful swamps, and dense forests. Unfortunately, preserving 

peace by flight from conflict has not been a strategic option available to most 

societies. Of more general and practical interest are ethnographic or historical 

instances in which peace was maintained even though contact between different 

cultural and social groups was close and sustained. 

Gregor nominates as such an example the multitribal society of the Upper 

Xingu Basin in Brazil, comprising some 1,200 people of four different language 

groups living in ten politically independent villages.38 For more than a century, 

aside from rare iutervillage homicides and a few feuds, no wars or raids have 

occurred among these villages. But Gregor’s descriptions of warfare with non- 

Xingu “wild” tribes and the frequent killing of “witches,” which occasionally 

escalate into minor feuds, make what he calls a “negative peace” look anything 

but peaceful. He implies that deterrence primarily prevents these witchcraft 

killings from developing into wholesale feuding or even a Hobbesian state of 

war. He also notes that the Xingu region is geographically isolated, a situation 

that to some degree limits possible hostilities with non-Xingu tribes. But no 

matter how rarely they are met, these “wild Indian” enemies of the Xingu 

alliance are never far from its thoughts. They represent an external threat that 

binds the Xingu tribes together, and they serve as a moral example of the 

subhuman savagery that the Xinguanos could descend into should they abandon 

the principle of peace among themselves. Less extreme versions of ethnocen- 

crisrn and negative ethnic stereotypes limit informal interaction among the allied 

tribes themselves. Formal interactions involve some intermarriage, considerable 

trade, and some participation in intervillage rituals; otherwise, the separate 

groups keep very much to themselves. It is also probable that the Xinguanos are 

all examples of a particular species of peaceable society we have previously 

encountered: defeated refugees. The Xingu tribes do seem much more harmo¬ 

nious than usual, but only with the aid of geography and on the basis of an 

uneasy but equitable social separatism. 

The Xingu case does suggest that one form of monopoly exchange either 

promotes peace or is a symptom of it. Each of the Xingu tribes has what might 

be called an artificial monopoly.19 Every tribe produces and exports goods that 

none of the other tribes makes, although there is no objective reason why these 

products can not be made by all. The tribal specializations include shell belts, 

salt produced by burning water hyacinth plants, hardwood bows, spears, and 

ceramic pots. None of these monopolies can be explained on geographic 

grounds, since clay for pots, water hyacinths, shells, and hard wood for bows are 

equally accessible to all. In other words, unlike monopolies that are accidents of 

geographic proximity to sources of materials (and can provoke war), these are 

arbitrary and maintained by tradition. When Gregor asked why the specialty of 

another village was not made “at home/* he was told that to do so would an¬ 

ger the monopolists, perhaps leading them to bewitch the monopoly-busters. 

Allowing these arbitrary monopolies to remain in force has clearly helped to 

maintain peace. 

A similar but less enduring association between arbitrary specializations and 

peaceful relations has been observed among the Yanomamo of the Upper Ori¬ 

noco. For example, one of two allied Yanomamo villages made no pottery and 

obtained all its ceramics from its allies. When asked why they made no pots 

despite the availability of clay, the aceramic villagers claimed that the local clay 

was unsuitable and that they had forgotten how to make pots and so had to get 

them elsewhere. But when the alliance broke down, as frequently happens 

among the Yanomamo, the aceramic villagers immediately began making pots 

and exporting them to their new allies.20 This instance shows that such patterns 

of specialization and exchange are an effect of peace, and not its cause. By 

contrast, the Xingu tribesmen seem to recognize that perturbing the trade 

among arbitrary specialists would disturb the peace. 

A prehistoric example of similar arbitrary village specializations has been 
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found among some frontier villages of Early Neolithic farmers in Belgium, some 

of which were fortified.11 While all these villages raised their own grain and 

livestock, they appear (judging from finds of manufacturing debris) to have 

specialized variously Ln the production of stone axes, flint blades, some types of 

ceramics, and some special form of finished hide. These products were then 

exchanged among the villages, since all seem to have been equally well supplied 

with die finished products (except that no conclusion can be drawn as to the 

leather, which was not preserved). These specialties were arbitrary because the 

sources of raw material either were equally distant from all (as in the case of 

stone for axes) or were equally accessible (as with hides, flint, and clay). More¬ 

over, most of these sites were separated from one another by distances of less 

than two miles. Given their frontier location and fortifications, these villagers, 

like the Xinguanos, appear to have been maintaining an alliance against the 

foragers beyond them. 

One interesting “controlled” comparison that isolates the crucial conditions 

for war and peace involves the contrast between the nineteenth-century histo¬ 

ries of western Canada and the western United States (and northern Mexico). 

These regions share a number of fundamental similarities in landscape, people, 

and final outcomes. During the nineteenth century, the arable and pasturable 

areas of North America west of the Mississippi and the Great Lakes passed 

from the possession of its native inhabitants into that of people of European 

origin. The prevailing subsistence economy changed from foraging or foraging 

supplemented by marginal agriculture to ranching and intensive farming. The 

Indians* numbers were severely reduced, their traditional economies were de¬ 

stroyed, and they were left in occupation of small and usually infertile reserves. 

The tribes on both sides of the border were warlike. In many cases, in fact, 

they were exactly the same tribes because the forty-ninth parallel cut through 

their territory. The tribes of the prairie and plains of Canada were enthusiastic 

horse raiders and placed the same value on martial prowess as did those to the 

south. The tribes of the British Columbian coast were among the most aggres¬ 

sive and militarily sophisticated peoples north of central Mexico, and they did 

not hesitate to raid the Russians when they first appeared in the area. The 

westward-pioneering Euro-Canadians and Euro-Americans were likewise es¬ 

sentially the same people; they came from the same regions of Europe in the 

same waves, and their New World family histories often crossed and recrossed 

the forty-ninth parallel. Euro-Canadians displayed the same ethnocentxism as 

Euro-Americans concerning the Indian cultures and the conviction that because 

they would make “better use” of fertile land, they (and not the “feck¬ 

less” Indians) deserved to possess it.22 Francophone “Canadiens” and Mdtis 

(“mixed-blood” Catholics) played the same roles as traders, trappers, boatmen, 

and guides on both frontiers. Thus the plot, the scenery, the cast of characters, 

and the denouement were the same in both countries; however, the action and 

dialogue were very different. 

South of the forty-ninth parallel, this drama was attended by frequent and 

bitter warfare. The Indians were, in the words of one of their foes, “fighting for 

all that God gave any man to fight fori*—that is, for their homelands, for the 

safety of their families, and for preservation of their particular ways of life. The 

fertility, mineral wealth, and sheer magnificence of this huge territory made it a 

prize worth the risk to those who sought to seize iq and the settlers also fought, 

when war came, to protect their families and their way of life. Both the Indians 

and the settlers fought to perpetuate two incompatible ways of life so attractive 

(in retrospect, anyway) that they remain the objects of worldwide nostalgia. The 

Indian, Spanish, Mexican, and American bloodshed that stains the history of the 

West and littered its landscape with violent place-names (Battle Mountains, 

Massacre Lakes, and Bloody Islands) therefore appears to have been inevitable, 

a fated tragedy. It then comes as something of a shock to discover that in western 

Canada the same land-grab was perpetrated and the same subjugation of the 

Indians resulted but without a single war and with only one raid. North of the 

forty-ninth parallel, even though the stakes for both sides were every bit as high 

as in the south, peace reigned. 

The Canadian peace was not absolute, nor was it maintained without the 

occasional use of force.13 In British Columbia, before its Indian treaties were 

ratified when it joined Canada in 1871, a few minor incidents did occur, involv¬ 

ing Indians killing a few whites or looting shipwrecks. One case, the “Chilcotin 

War,” termed a “ludicrous ‘campaign*” by one ethnohistorian, exemplifies the 

narure of these incidents. In 1864, some Chilcotin Indians murdered some 

whites in three separate incidents. A large party of RoyaJ Marines and militia 

was sent up country to arrest the culprits. This ‘‘war” ended when the suspects 

were recognized arid captured while they were nonchalantly visiting the militia 

camp. Another case of Indian-white conflict occurred in 1885 during the Sec¬ 

ond Northwest Rebellion in Saskatchewan. This was the second revolt by 

M6tis; their first “rebellion** in Manitoba fifteen years earlier had.been blood¬ 

less and involved no Indians. The M^tis* principal grievance was that the parcels 

of land being granted to them were divided inm grid squares rather than into 

long strips anchored on bodies of water. Despite the entreaties of the M£tis and 

the hunger caused by poor government rations and the disappearance of the 

buffalo, only two small bands of Cree went on the warpath. The “hostile** Cree 

bands* military cooperation with the Metis was Limited to murdering nine people 

captured at a small undefended trading post and repulsing a force of Canadian 

militia, killing eight militiamen. After a few dozen deaths on both sides and 

some surprising defeats of Dominion forces by Metis militia in several skir¬ 

mishes, the Metis’ “capital** was quickly overrun, their leader was arrested, and 



154 NAKED, POOR, AND MANGLED PEACE Its Desirability and Fragility 155 

the rebellion ended.24 More generally, of course, force was often used by the 

Mounties in capturing or killing Indian, Metis, and white law-breakers. But 

compared with wlm went on to the south, the Canadian colonization of the 

West was extraordinarily peaceful. 

The reasons why western Canada’s frontier history is so different from that of 

Hispanic northern Mexico and the American West are seldom addressed by 

historians. Extensive trade for furs preceded actual settlement on both frontiers, 

including trade in those inflammatory commodities, alcohol and guns.25 Even if 

the Hudson’s Bay Company’s methods, calculated to create dependency, were 

less provocative than those of fly-by-night entrepreneurs in the south, it lost its 

trade monopoly before the agricultural settlement and railroad building began. 

In any case, the Canadian Plains tribes preferred to trade with cut-rate M6Hs 

and American independents. In the earlier fur trade in both countries, the 

Indians monopolized production of the furs, whereas whites and Metis played 

the role of traders. Later, whites and M6tis eliminated this informal Indian 

monopoly when they began trapping and hunting directly, first in the 1820s in 

the Rockies and Pacific Northwest, and then on the Plains in the 1860s (when 

the focus of trade shifted to buffalo hides). In fact, the trade situation in western 

Canada was similar to that south of the border during the critical period be¬ 

tween 1860 and 1890. 

One crucial Canadian-U.S. difference was the role played by the central 

government in colonization.26 In Canada, agricultural settlement occurred only 

after treaties had "extinguished aboriginal tide,” whereas in the United States, 

settlement usually preceded treaties. The Canadian government and its agents 

kept these agreements by regularly delivering the commodities and cash an¬ 

nuities promised and by preventing white encroachment In the United States, 

such treaties were often not ratified by the Senate, nor were the necessary funds 

allocated by the House. If funds were available, they were often skimmed by 

corrupt officials and traders. The Spanish and Mexican governments, when 

they played any role at all, granted large land grants to settlers without paying 

any attention to native title. In the United States and Mexico, grazing or squat¬ 

ting on Indian land was ignored or even encouraged. 

The reserves granted to Canadian tribes in arable regions were small and 

scattered but allowed each tribe or band to remain within its traditional territory, 

if only on tiny fragments of it The Canadian government thus divided its 

potential enemies as it dispossessed them, but took pains to minimize other 

potential grievances. In the United States, reservations were much larger, but in 

these several tribes or bands (sometimes mutually hostile ones) were concen¬ 

trated, often far from their homelands. Homesickness, intertribal rivalries, and 

the terrible living conditions made American reservations a constant fount of 

hostile excursions. Many army officers and settlers regarded these turbulent 

reserves as little more than temporary sanctuaries where the unpacified bands 

could receive food and be rearmed each winter after spending the warm season 

hunting and raiding. Although this view grossly overestimated the winter com¬ 

forts of these places, in a few instances it bore a kernel of truth. The most 

outrageous case involved the Kiowas of Fort Sill (Oklahoma) who raided each 

summer into Texas but then received supplies and ammunition each winter on 

the reservation.27 (The Kiowas believed that Texans were not Americans and 

were puzzled by the outrage expressed by U.S. officials concerning their raids.) 

In general, the U.S. Indian policy and its implementation united and concen¬ 

trated potential enemies, multiplied their grievances, and even supplied them, 

with arms and ammunition. It is hard to imagine a better recipe for frontier 

war. 

By and large, Canadian justice was evenhanded; both white and Indian male¬ 

factors were caught and punished. The Indians of western Canada seemed to 

get along as well with the Mounties as any people would with those who policed 

them. These reasonable relations applied even to refugee warriors from south of 

the border—for example, the bitterly antiwhite Chief Sitting Bull. The Mount- 

ies were and behaved as policemen, not soldiers, in their dealings with Indians 

and with others. As historian Robert Utley puts it, the paramilitary Mounted 

Police “could deal with individuals as well as tribes. It did not have to go to war 

with a whole people to enforce order.”28 Since Mountie officers also served as 

magistrates, the legal system on the Canadian frontier resembled a mild form of 

martial law. Typically, the Canadian government ensured the benefits of peace 

and raised the costs of all crime—especially homicide—for both newcomers and 

natives. As well, the restraint exercised by the Indians of western Canada as they 

were subjugated and dispossessed is evidence of how much injustice people will 

tolerate for the sake of peace if they are assured of receiving the means to 

survive, certain punishment for breaking the peace, and impartial protection of 

their persons and property if they keep it. Peace, like war, has its price, and some 

parties pay-more for it than others. 

In the U.S. and Mexican realms, crimes committed against Indians went 

unpunished or were punished less severely than similar offenses against whites. 

Similarly, the tribes were averse to punishing fellow tribesmen for crimes com¬ 

mitted against settlers. Whitt law officers lacked legal jurisdiction over indepen¬ 

dent Indians, who in any case refused to surrender tribesmen to a foreign and 

obviously unfair legal system. Because of these legal deficiencies, a state of 

primitive war often arose between the Indians and the settlers, as these groups’ 

war parties and “militias” exchanged murders, raids, and massacres in cycles of 

retaliation. When the U.S. and Mexican governments did intervene in these 

feuds, it was invariably on the side of the colonists. Even on those occasions 

when the U.S. government or its representatives tried to secure more equitable 
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legal treatment for the Indians, their efforts were usually sabotaged by local 

legislatures, politicians, and juries.29 The frequent resort to vigilantism by 

American settlers indicates that their own legal systems often failed to provide 

them with adequate redress for crimes committed among themselves. It is, then, 

hardly surprising that these weak and highly localized frontier legal systems 

were incapable of redressing crimes committed by Indians or those committed 

against them. In the nineteenth century, the American West was hardly 

lawless—on the contrary, it suffered from a plethora of insular, mutually unco¬ 

operative systems of law and legal enforcement: customary tribal (various); 

Spanish and Mexican colonial; American federal, state/temtorial, and local (or 
vigilante). 

The primary difference between the Canadian and the American western 

frontiers has been succinctly summarized by a Canadian historian: “the Cana¬ 

dian government got to the West first”—that is, before the settlers. In the 

American West, effective federal control of land allotments, treaty negotiations, 

and law enforcement lagged far behind the expansion of settlement The pri¬ 

mary role played by the U.S. government on the western frontier involved 

supplying a regular army to extinguish the numerous brushfire wars ignited 

between the equally independent, aggressive, and weakly policed settlers and 

tribes. Even decades after the first Euro-American colonization, the American 

West remained in a virtually stateless (or tribal) condition. 

Comparing the examples of the Xingu and of nineteenth-century western 

Canada, it is difficult to isolate common features that might represent general- 

izable preconditions for peace. Like Xingu society, early-nineteenth-century 

Canadian society was founded by three abjectly defeated groups: resident 

French-Canadians and refugee American Loyalists and Highland Scots. But 

the term “defeated refugees” hardly applies to Canada’s later immigrants or to 

the native tribes of the Canadian West. The trade in specialities linking Indians 

and Europeans in Canada was hardly arbitrary in the fashion of the Xingu 

exchanges. The Canadian peace was predominantly the product of the media¬ 

tion and police powers of the central state and the use made of them, but the 

Xinguanos lacked such Hobbesian institutions entirely. Geographic isolation 

may have played a role in limiting external wars in the Xingu, but this situation 

did nor apply to Canada in relation to its western Indians. Looking at these 

peaces from the point of view of Xinguanos accused of witchcraft (who had to 

fear for their Lives) or Canadian Indians living in diminished (and sometimes 

destitute) circumstances on reserves in the late nineteenth century, one could 

hardly call them attractive. Nevertheless, these peaces do share one enticing 

feature: they worked. 

The only thing both cases clearly demonstrate is that interethnic harmony and 

interculrural appreciation are not preconditions for peace. Victorian Canada and 

the Xingu provide evidence that a workable peace can be forged and maintained 

between highly ethnocentric, mutually suspicious, and factious groups. What 

interethnic peace appears to require is a minimal and practical tolerance by the 

different parties for the harmless differences between them: one’s own group 

lives the right way and lets others live their own irrational, erroneous way. By 

and large, the attitude of the allied Xingu tribes was to let their fellow Xinguanos 

speak a brutish language, wear shocking or ridiculous fashions, eat disgusting 

foods, worship in the wrong way, and call noise “music”—-as long as they 

honored debts and commitments, did not break the general peace, and refrained 

from unduly interfering with one’s own “proper” mode of life. These allied 

tribes treated one another with what Gregor describes a “false good manners.” 

Although various forms of covert and overt intolerance among its various ethnic 

groups have engendered many of Canada’s major political quarrels, the only 

organized violence these have generated since 1820 has been a handful of 

interethnic killings and two minimally bloody, comic-opera uprisings. That 

peace may flourish in the face of mildly biased attitudes is heartening, since a 

condescending tolerance seems less difficult to inculcate than eliminating the 

universal feeling that one’s own ways are best or training people to cherish 

uncritically precisely those behaviors and beliefs most different from their own. 

Peace may require minding one’s own business and sustaining coolly correct 

manners, but not'wholesale brainwashing. 

The Xingu, Canadian, and other cases previously mentioned suggest a few 

factors that seem to help peace endure. As noted, geographic isolation limits the 

number of provocations that can lead to war. The bitter aftertaste of a cata¬ 

strophic defeat and dispossession can foster an aversion to war among the losers 

that can last for generations. The existence of a powerful third party that effec¬ 

tively and impartially punishes violence and theft can prevent war. A degree of 

mutual sufferance for the customs and beliefs of others is obviously helpful, but 

it is not necessary to banish all ethnocentrism or eliminate all economic and 

social injustice. Allowing allies to specialize in the production of items that a 

society could produce itself also seems to help maintain peace. On the other 

hand, neither trade nor intermarriage encourages peace, but often helps to 

rupture it. The cases discussed here are evidence that peace is as demanding a 

state as war, requiring for its maintenance effort, economic sacrifice, and even 

occasional violence. Peace is not an effortless inertial or “natural” state to which 

people and societies revert in the absence of perturbation. 

THE IRRELEVANCE OF BIOLOGY 

One persistent claim made regarding the scarcity of peace is that humans 

(especially men) are driven by their “biology” or “nature” to war on one 
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T another. Obviously, nothing in humans’ nature inhibits them from making war, 

_ but ^ lack hardJy creates an automatic compulsion to fight. Almost all higher 
animals are capable of violence against their own kind. Humans seem no more 

predisposed to aggressive behavior than any other species that commonly fights 

and occasionally kills its own kind over territory, sexual access, or social domi¬ 

nance. Even some species of plants may be considered as “homicidal,” since 
they kill.other individuals of their own species in slow motion by shading or 

other forms of crowding. Humans are such social animals that almost any 

activity, however basic to individual existence or reproductive success, involves 

the cooperation of a group. It is hardly surprising that violence, whether against 

otiter species or against other humans, often involves group cooperation. Other 

highly social creatures, from ants to rhesus monkeys, also display forms of group 

violence that have been called warfare. Warfare is ultimately nor a denial of the 

human capacity for social cooperation, but merely the most destructive expres¬ 
sion of it. 

One difficulty for a sociobiological explanation is precisely humans’ inborn 

aptitude for social cooperation, the most obvious and unique expression of 

which is language. Our capacity for and use of violence is neither remarkable 

nor excessive compared with that of many other animal species, whereas our 

sociability and cooperativeness are unique. The Hobbesian “war of all against 

all” might be used to describe some solitary species of nonhuman animals, but it 

cannot be applied to any known human society. AU societies, however bellicose 

1 or violent, use social and cultural devices to preserve havens of peace and 

s cooPeration within a group—even if only within a small band or village. If 

- bumans can occasionally construct huge societies involving hundreds of millions 
of individuals within which homicide is nearly eliminated, there is no biological 

reason why such social units could not include all of humanity. Regarding 
humans’ inborn capacities, it is far easier to explain peace than war. 

But the greatest problem for a biological explanation of warfare—or of almost 
any aspect of our behavior—is the incredible plasticity of human conduct. Hu¬ 

man behavior is shaped by learning and decision making to an extraordinary and 

overwhelming degree. Several examples have already been given of people 

r regarded_as especially peaceable or warlike changing within a few generations 

and even within a single lifetime to the opposite extreme. In many societies, 

i members are extremely unaggressive and nonviolent toward one another and yet 

1 are vejy aggressive and violent toward outsiders,30 Most groups treat certain 

outsiders with friendship and kindness, others with cool suspicion and reserve, 

and yet others with hostility and cruelty. Human history is replete with examples 

in which such relationships change from familiar friendship to bitter enmity and 

back again with remarkable rapidity. To anthropologists, who have spent over a 

centiny exploring the huge variety of human behavior and its mutability, human 

biology looks less like destiny and more like its absence. 

To use a modern analogy, if we look at the identical microchips in two 

computers, there is nothing intrinsic to explain why one is playing a war game 

while the other is doing accounts, or why the same computer can at one moment 

be targeting a missile and in the next designing a toy factory. Modem computers 

of exactly the same architecture are capable of directing aerial battles, conning 

ships, performing music, formulating genealogies, and simulating thousands of 

other warlike and peaceable activities, but in no sense does their hardware (that 

is, their 1 ‘nature”) require them to perform these activities. They can and will 

perform such tasks only if they have “learned” how to do them by being pro¬ 

grammed and then receive the proper “social and environmental stimuli” in the 

form of commands and other inputs. Like computers, their far simpler and 

entirely passive reflections, human individuals and societies possess the “hard¬ 

ware” to conduct wars and create peace but will not unless they have the proper 

programs and stimulating circumstances. 

WHY WAR AND WHY NOT PEACE? 

One social reason for the existence of war is that peace is sometimes, too costly. 

When the effects of peace are the same as those of war—loss of members to 

homicide and kidnapping, impoverishment by theft and vandalism, and dimin¬ 

ished access to critical resources—people have Little to lose by going to war and 

1 potentially much to gain. Like those referred to in the famous signs of the Paris 

^zoo, humans are dangerous animals because when attacked they will defend 

themselves. There are situations when it is better to send men to die on their 

feet than have everyone live on their knees. 

Many people (and some anthropologists) deny that any gains are attainable 

through warfare, although they do concede that, in a Hobbesian world of war, 

declaring unilateral peace amounts to committing social suicide. The positive 

benefits of war as a rule come only with success. The loot and captives com¬ 

monly obtained by a victor or successful raider may amply compensate for the 

risks and penalties of combat. Warfare ofFers one way to increase supplies of 

food and essential materials, expand territory, and enlarge the pool of labor and 

sexual partners. With its hazards and hardships, warfare may be (in the Western 

phrase) “a hard dollar,” but it yields gains nonetheless. To encourage warfare, 

these benefits need not be the goal, motivation, or cause of warfare; neverthe¬ 

less, they often enough reward those who decide for whatever reasons to make 

war. 

One explanation for why young men (especially young bachelors) are usually 
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the most aggressive in initiating and conducting warfare is that they have the 

least to lose and the most to gain from successful combat.31 They are (often) 

unmarried, possess litde or no property, and have far less status or influence 

than do older men. If they are killed, their deaths leave behind no widows or 

orphans who nught become a burden to fellow tribesmen or suffer the degrada¬ 

tions of captivity in defeat. If only wounded, they recover from their injuries 

more readily than do older men. If they succeed, war can gain them wealth, 

renown, and even a wife. No wonder, then, that young bachelors must be 

restramed by older men and women who have more to lose from defeat and less 
to gain from victory. 

The circumstances under which regional pacification developed is another 

arena in which relative costs and benefits played a role in determining the 

incidence of war and peace. As we have seen, in many tribal areas> peace was 

imposed by an external power that punished fighting with superior force. Some 

areas pacified themselves when repeating rifles became readily available and 

trade with the wider world increased—like in many areas of Melanesia and 

among the Kalinga of the Philippines.32 In all these cases, changes made ejther 

warfare significandy more costly or peace substantially more profitable (or both). 

But die costs of peace and the benefits of war are not completely sufficient 

explanations for aggressive behavior. First, we have seen instances where peace 

has been kept even though the price borne by some of the parties to it was 

disproportionately high, as in the case of the Indians of western Canada during 

the latter half of the nineteenth century. Second, although people tend to be 

overly optimistic about their chances of success in war, combat is a very risky 

business. Peace may have its risks too—droughts, diseases, pests, and countless 

human errors—but these are mostly unpredictable, whereas the risks of war are 

expected and obvious. Third, since these costs and risks are relatively higher for 

tribal societies (because of their smaller populations and thinner subsistence 

surpluses), war should be less common among such groups than among states 

and empires. But, as we have seen, the opposite appears to be true. Its high 

frequency at all levels of social organization implies that war may be many times 

more profitable or less risky than peace. This implication, of the cost-benefit 1 

explanation for war conflicts not only with most scholars' expectations, but also 

with the opinions of all tribal peoples polled by ethnographers. The universal 

preference for peace is not just the product of arbitrary moral choice or deep J 
psychology; it is practical and rational. War is frankly parasitic—absorbing the 

profits of peaceful endeavors while imposing additional costs. Clearly some 

factor beyond costs and gains must be included in explanations of war. 

This additional element surely involves the difficulty that societies experience 

in establishing and maintaining peace with equals. When no third party exists to 

adjudicate disputes over marriage arrangements, personal injuries, trade, terri- 

Its Desirability and Fragility 161 

tory, and other economic concerns, or when the mediators that do exist cannot 

enforce their decisions on the recalcitrant, disputants regularly resort to violent 

self-help. Peace is unavoidably rare in settings where no institutions have the 

moral authority and physical power to maintain it by compelling restitution or 

retribution for injuries, imposing resolutions to disputes, and ensuring the sur¬ 

vival of component social units. Any peace lacking powerful institutions to 

uphold it usually amounts to little more than a prolonged truce. As anthropolo¬ 

gist Marvin Harris put it; “Primitive peoples go to war because they Lack alterna¬ 

tive solutions to certain problems—alternative solutions that would involve less 

suffering and fewer premature deaths.”33 

But to have peace, it is not enough to establish Hobbes's Leviathan. Institu¬ 

tions of mediation and enforcement merely guarantee that the costs of violence 

or war will be high and that the enjoyment of any gains so obtained will be 

limited. To ensure a peace, a society must provide rewards—or at least no 

penalties—for keeping it If people are confident that their labor will provide at 

least the necessities of life and some access to comforts and luxuries, violence 

will generally attract only the pathological. At the same time, even when peace is 

institutionalized in the form of courts and police it will be broken by violence, 

sabotage, or rebellion if it becomes more costly and risky than war. To put it 

simply, people must be given more inducement than just fear of punishment if 

peace is to endure. 

Why war and why not peace? War represents a method, derived directly from 

hunting, for getting from one group what another one lacks and cannot peace¬ 

fully obtain. It also serves as a means of preserving a group's persons and 

possessions from the predatory or desperate and as a way of enforcing the harsh 

reciprocity of the lex talionis when no other mode of satisfaction is available. 

However, such simple answers are of little practical use in the complex and 

highly various social situations in which human beings strive to prevent wars and 

sustain peace. The proceeds of war vary tremendously with time, place, and 

culture: here cattle, there petroleum reserves, elsewhere slaves or sair cakes. 

The price of peace can be raised by belligerent neighbors, rapid population 

rises, trade imbalances, climatic changes, and a host of other difficulties peculiar 

to a time and place. Which methods and institutions are most effective in 

preserving peace is a question that has exercised the minds of leaders, rulers, 

councils, philosophers, and visionaries for millennia, without producing any 

enduring or generally applicable answers. 



ELEVEN 

Beating Swords 

into Metaphors 

The Roots of the Pacified Past 

As the preceding chapters have demonstrated, the 

anthropological concepts of primitive war and prehis 

tone peace are extremely contrary to ethnographic 

and archaeological fact. But how and why did such delusions 

develop, especially among academics? Why were they main¬ 

tained in the face of contrajy facts? Why did Quincy Wright 

ignore the implications of his casualty figures for primitive 

societies? Why did Harry Turney-High never consider the 

actual effects and effectiveness of primitive compared with 

civilized warfare? Why have Brian Ferguson and others 

never mentioned the archaeological data that was so obvi¬ 

ously relevant to their theory of prehistoric peace? Why have 

archaeologists glibly interpreted remains that testify unam¬ 

biguously to violent conflict in symbolic or ritualistic terms? 

Each of these questions points to a prevailing studied silence 

about prestate warfare; the causes of this silence are to be 

found in events and intellectual currents outside academic 

anthropology- 

1S3 
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SEEING THE ELEPHANT 

The concepts that provide the framework for the pacified past originated in the 

period immediately following World War II- Several features of that particular 

war and its aftermath encouraged a pervasive and profound odium, for every- 

jhing connected withwarfaie. Since the hearth and wellspring of modem West¬ 

ern culture remains western Europe, the events in and the attitudes of that 

region are of key concern because they soon radiate to the New World and 

beyond.1 

World War II was an especially traumatic experience for western Europe, 

which had not seen combat across its whole territory since the days of Napoleon. 

During World War I, the fighting in the West had been confined to a narrow 

strip of territory along the trench lines. But almost every populous region of 

France, Spain, Italy, Germany, England, and the Low Countries was an arena 

of combat and devastation during World War II or the preceding Spanish 

Civil War. Guerrilla warfare spread the horror even to remote rural areas. 

For the previous 125 years, for most western Europeans, war had always taken 

place elsewhere, and it had therefore been viewed with a degree of detach¬ 

ment. 

Unlike previous European wars. World War II left most western Europeans 

(and fjorth Americans) with plentiful scars from direct injuries and stains of 

irmocentfilood onfoeir hands. The devastation, disease, displacement of popu¬ 

lations, and near famine of the war’s aftermath encouraged self-pity among the 

nations that started the war and charity from the United States—the waris only 

unequivocal victor. After the passions of the war had cooled, the widespread 

slaughter of noncombatants by bombing became distasteful even to those who 

had inflicted it. Even in our revisionist age, it is difficult to deny that the Allied 

victory delivered the world from evil, but the total war necessary to achieve this 

deliverance entailed economic, human, and moral costs that still seem stagger¬ 

ing.2 And the almost immediate development of the Cold War revealed that all 

this suffering had merely eliminated one rivalry only to expose another even 

more dangerous. Europe remained an armed camp. Historian John Keegan 

notes that World War I persuaded only the victors that “the costs of war 

exceeded its rewards,” whereas World War II convinced the 'Victors and van¬ 

quished alike of the same thing.”3 After generations of seeing war masked by a 

degree of comfortable distance, western European society was brought face to 

face with its true visage, and it conceived a most profound aversion for it. 

This general change in the Western appreciation of war can be seen in two 

areas of popular and academic culture. The war stories, novels, and poems of 

the nineteenth century celebrated the adventure, heroism, and glory of war.4 

Those produced between the world wars treated war and soldiers* experience of 

it as an epic tragedy that, if lacking in any pretense to glory, nevertheless 

provided the stage for stoic heroism and comradely self-sacrifice.5 The litera¬ 

ture of the past fifty years, by contrast, has tended to treat war as a brutal bedlam 

in which humans merely struggle, usually unsuccessfully, to preserve their lives 

and sanity. Postwar American war novels, for example, portray men as the dazed 

neurotic victims of psychotic officers, the petty tyrannies and stupefying bore¬ 

dom of military life, and the mindless cruelty of war itself.6 War had changed in 

literature from an uplifting melodrama, to a elegiac tragedy, to a surrealist black 

comedy. 

The great American academic historians of the nineteenth century often dealt 

with military subjects—for instance, Parkmafrs France and England in North 

America, Prescort’s History of the Conquest of Mexico, and Mahan’s very influen¬ 

tial naval histories. But by the middle of the twentieth century, history professors 

at prestigious universities were concerned almost exclusively with social and 

economic matters.7 A recent acknowledgment of this tendency occurs in the 

preface to Princeton historian James McPherson’s magnificent Battle Cry of 

Freedom, in which the author feels compelled to justify the space (about 40 

percent of the book) devoted to military campaigns, in a book about the Ameri¬ 

can Civil War] Military history has been relegated to a few professors at provin¬ 

cial institutions and the military academies, to nonacademics, and to amateurs. 

As war has come to be represented in literature as an absurd nightmare, aca¬ 

demic interest in military history has waned. 

The newly discovered madness of war is symbolized by the mushroom cloud. 

Not only did atomic weapons immediately exterminate and devastate on a gigan¬ 

tic scale, but their radiation continued to kill and maim for generations after 

hostilities had ceased. These Old Testament qualities of nuclear weapons had 

such a special resonance for the Western mind that people began to speak not of 

another world war but of Armageddon. As the Cold War developed and nuclear 

weapons proliferated, “atomic fear” gripped the civilized world. Even before it 

was a practical proposition, visions of an atomic apocalypse appeared in the 

popular literature and films of the 1950s and 1960s. Typically, these produc¬ 

tions asked not whether humanity could survive a nuclear war, but whether such 

a war was worth surviving. They depicted a world returned to the Stone Age, 

populated by nightmarish mutant species and tiny* tribes of impoverished sur¬ 

vivors. Once “mutually assured destruction” (with its perfect acronym, MAD) 

became technologically possible in the 1960s, die concepts of victory and defeat, 

“good guys” and “bad guys” lost their significance. War was seen as more than 

just stupid or cruel; in its atomic form, it was suicidal lunacy—a lunacy that 

Western civilization had induced and could not cure. Western Europe had 

“seen the elephant” (as American soldiers called seeing combat during the Civil 

War), and the very thought of it became an anathema. 
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-< THE END OF IMPERIALISM 

By the dawn of the nineteenth century, Hobbes's view of primitive life had 

gained the upper hand because if was, of course, superbly convenient to Euro¬ 

pean coloniaJ and imperial ambitions. What political or territorial rights could be 

granted to heathens whose lives were one long criminal spree, who (because of 

their violent anarchy) could neither produce nor enjoy any of the fruits of 

civilized industry, whose very proximity radiated disorder and anxiety into the 

frontier zones of civilized settlement? With such a view, colonists and coloniaJ 

administrators could no more tolerate “unpacified” Hobbesian primitives 

nearby than they could leave pirates or brigands umholesied. The consequences 

of these applications of Hobbes's arguments were transformed, by the end of 

the nineteenth century, into the sanctimonious “white-man's burden” of bring¬ 

ing the peace and bounty of civilization to “lesser breeds without the Law.” Few 

Westerners paused to consider that the “law” they brought often meant slavery 

and penury to the natives or that these “lesser breeds” might legitimately view 

the greedy colonials as pirates and brigands whom the natives could ill-afford to 

leave unmolested. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, however, sociologists and 

anthropologists united the neo-Hobbesiau perspective with something quite 

foreign to Hobbes's careful arguments for human equality: Social Darwinism 

and racism. Imperialists had long been troubled by the common and often 

violent refusal of native peoples to acknowledge the superiority of European 

culture and religion or adopt them willingly, The new doctrines of the struggle 

for existence and survival of the fittest provided a cornucopia of explanations 

and justifications. The spread of Western civilization and Europeans at the 

expense of other cultures and races became a splendid illustration of Spenceris 

survival of the fittest. Inherited mental inferiority thus “explained” the intracta¬ 

ble resistance to European civilization by “primitive races.” The lives of savages 

were “nasty, brutish and short” because the humans who lived them were both 

culturally and genetically limited. Late-nineteenth-century imperialists thus 

discovered a moral duty and a biological right to wrest dominion of the earth 

from such less-favored peoples.8 

If prewar European imperialism encouraged a view of war and conquest as 

normal and right, World War II and its aftermath severely challenged \L One 

especially shocking aspect of World War II was that the Nazis attempted to do 

to fellow Europeans what the latter had long been doing (less efficiently and less 

brutally) to non-Europeans, The Nazis justified genocddal “clearances,” the 

grossest forms of labor exploitation, and tyrannical government over conquered 

- peoples by an uncomfortably familiar reference to a self-proclaimed superiority 

of race, technology, and culture. After the Nazis, warfare and conquest looked 
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less like noble crusades or direct expressions of a law of nature and more like the ■ 

basest of crimes. After four centuries of western European imperialism, the 

sauce for the goose had finally been.applied to the gander. J 

However bitterly contested and involuntary it may have been, postwar decolo¬ 

nization also lifted a considerable burden from the backs of western European 

intelligentsia. The deotise of their nations' empires virtually eliminated any need 

for apology or self-reproach. Indeed, in the postwar period, European nations 

became quasi-colonies themselves—their empires liquidated, their economies 

dependent on those of the United States and the Soviet Union, and they them¬ 

selves reduced to second-rate client-states of “the Great Powers” (which no 

longer included them). Postwar western European intellectuals, both right and 

left, began seeing themselves and their societies as victims of imperialism and 

neocolonialism, even if they felt the peas of their victimization through increas- _ 

ing mattresses of prosperity.9 A generation after the end of World War II, it 

became intellectually fashionable in western Europe to identify with the many 

non-Westem peoples that once were colonial subjects. — 

THE DISAPPEARING PRIMITIVE 

As cynics often observed in the United States during the nineteenth century, the 

nobility of “savages” was directly proportional to one's geographic distance 

from them.10 During the late nineteenth century, Easterners were thus very 

sympathetic to the plight of the western Indians, doted on James Fennimore 

Cooper's sentimental portrayals of eastern Indians, and put the fine speeches of 

Indian orators in their children's schoolbooks. Vet the grandparents of these 

same sympathetic Easterners had offered bounties on Indian, scalps and had 

ruthlessly expelled the natives from their states. One such rapid shift in white 

attitudes was responsible for the irony that the general who presided over the 

final defeats of the western tribes, Ohio-bom Tecumseh Sherman, was named 

for a great Shawnee chief (William was added only when he was nine). Of 

course, it had been a generation before Sherman's birth that Chief Tecumseh 

had pursued his vain quest for a great tribal coalition to drive the Americans out 

of the old Northwest, including Ohio. Most Westerners still in direct contact 

with ‘Svild” Indians, on the other hand, regarded-them as dangerous vermin, 

turbulent brigands, or useless beggars to be expelled or exterminated at any 

opportunity. Once the natives were safely reduced to living on reservations, 

however, Westerners were just as inclined to become sentimental about them 

and their traditional ways of life as Easterners were. 

This change from fearful hatred to nostalgia as distance in time or space 

increases is not peculiar to the United States. The difference in attitude toward 

the German tribes evidenced by Julius Caesar and Tacitus, the increasing 
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admiration of neo-Australians for Aborigines (actually, “traditional” Aborigi¬ 

nes), the Boer fascination with fhe Bushmen, and the softening of Japanese 

attitudes toward the Ainu are examples of similar phenomena. It is much easier 

to admire tribal life once it has been destroyed and little chance remains, except 

in fantasy, of its returning. In Western popular culture, Rousseau triumphs over 

Hobbes only when “man in a state of nature” is no longer a viable competitor 

and has faded from direct sight. 

The disappearance of uncivilized ways of life began with the evolution of the 

first urban societies 6,000 years ago, but the incoiporation of tribal peoples into 

civilized economies definitely accelerated after World War II. Before the war, 

“primitives” could still be found living traditional lives in some isolated areas of 

the world, such as highland New Guinea, west-central Australia, and parts of 

tropical South America, the Phillipines, and Africa. But the rapid postwar 

growth in Third World populations, dramatic improvements in transportation 

and communications technology, and the voracious appetite of industrial 

economies for ever-scarcer raw materials have carried modem civilization to 

every comer of the inhabited world. As anthropologists are acutely aware, the 

primitive world of traditional prestate economies and cultures had completely 

vanished by the late 1960s. Thus tribal sbcieties can no longer impede civilized 

enterprises, and direct observations can no longer contradict sentimental views 

of them. Any unpleasant behavior on the part of the subjugated remnants of 

such societies can be dismissed as being due to their corruption and degradation 

by Western civilization. The increasing bowdlerization of precivilized life in 

popular culture over the past few decades is just a broader and more final 

version of the changing attitudes toward traditional Indian lifeways observed in 

the United States during the nineteenth cenrury. 

THE FADING HOPE OF PROGRESS 

The great shock of World War II savagery, atomic fear, the ex post facto 

awakening to the evils and indignities of imperial conquest, and the later spread 

of ecological sensitivity eroded all that remained of the Western myths of prog¬ 

ress and civilized superiority. Attacks on these moribund notions have reached 

frenzied proportions in the past few decades. Industrial expansion and techno¬ 

logical advance are now regarded merely as harbingers of ecological disaster and 

more destructive wars, while advances in medicine have only encouraged over¬ 

population and further misery. Mass communications and cheap transportation 

are regarded as having eroded human linguistic and cultural diversity while 

bringing the commercial corruptions of the West to every doorstep. These 

accusations imply some rather drastic cures—technological regression, de¬ 

population, deindustrialization, decreasing human mobility, and censorship or 

suppression of global communications. Ironically, these prescriptions, taken 

simultaneously, resemble less Rousseau’s golden age and more the post- 

apocaiyse world envisioned in science fiction. These neo-Rousseauian argu¬ 

ments curiously imply that we are only a nuclear winter away from a springtime 

of human equality and harmony. 

Cynics have observed that those who have benefited the most from 

“progress”—the citizens of the First World—are the people most inclined to 

disdain it The privileged few who eat berter, lead longer and more stimulating 

lives because of modem agriculture, medicine, education, mass communica¬ 

tions, and travel, and are most cushioned from physical discomfort and inconve¬ 

nience by industrial technology are the most nostalgic about the primitive world. 

This attitude is more difficult to find among the real1 Victims of progress” in the 

Third World except among members oi these nations’ Western-educated elites. 

Despite the odds against them, the inhabitants of these countries flow in dense 

streams toward those shabby islands of modernity, the cities, attracted by the 

slim hope of material progress they offer. For many of these migrants, the 

primitive world they are fleeing is not a legend but a living memory. Perhaps 

the most bizarre expression of this impulse was the elevation of the notion of 

material progress to a religion by the Cargo Cults of the tribesmen of New 

Guinea.11 The concept behind these cults was to obtain the material plenty and 

comforts of civilization (Cargo) by magical means. The current Western distaste 

for progress may be just another luxury Westerners enjoy. But a less cynical 

gloss is that civilization inevitably looks grimmer to those intimately familiar with 

its thousand discontents, whereas its streets seem paved with gold in the eyes of 

those farthest from its citadel. 

Most of the evils attributed to civilization and progress—such as social in¬ 

equality and subordination, murder, theft, rape, vandalism, and conquest—are 

found concentrated in the conduct and effects of wan Therefore, in a neo- 

Rousseauian world view, war itself constitutes one of the principal products of 

Western progress, and the precivilized condition and the non-Western world 

before European expansion must have been idyllic and peaceful. As ever, when 

faith in the myth of progress declines, the myth of the golden age finds new 

adherents. 

THE CREATION QF MYTH 

In the postwar atmosphere of anxiety, malaise, and dissatisfaction with Western 

civilization, anthropolbgists have introduced doctrines concerning precivilized 

violence consistent with this mood. But the concepts of primitive war and 

prehistoric peace were not the products of pure imagination or conscious false¬ 

hood. They relied on available evidence, but often the data cited were quite 
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irrelevant to their key ideas. Thus the proponents of safe and ineffective primi¬ 

tive war have focused on stylized and low-casualty battles in preference to the 

rarer massacres and much more frequent raids that killed most people. These 

proponents have evaluated the effectiveness of tribal war entirely on the ethno¬ 

centric grounds of how similar its conduct was to modem warfare rather than on 

the basis of its actual effects. They have devoted special attention to the murky 

question of motives. Similarly, the advocates of prehistoric peace ignore the very 

archaeological evidence that disproves their case. Archaeologists, relying on the 

time-honored method of “ethnographic analogy,” have contributed to the paci¬ 

fication of the past by blithely ignoring the problem of prehistoric violence. The 

resulting fashionable ideas concerning precivilized warfare are the products of 

discrimination, then, not ignorance or prevarication. 

The anthropologists whose interpretations have helped artificaOy to pacify the 

past were in a sense merely possessed by the spirit of their times. As is true of all 

ideas everywhere, scientific understanding is usually rooted in the values and 

attitudes of a particular era or culture. What saves scientific propositions from 

being mere intellectual fashions is their ability to withstand testing against 

critical evidence. The concepts of the pacified past are wrong not because they 

are fashionable or biased, but because they are incompatible with the most 

relevant ethnographic and archaeological evidence. 

Yet there is something to be criticized in the fashions themselves, whether 

those of the neo-Hobbesian past or those of the neo-Rousseauian present Both 

deny tribal peoples their complete humanity. A previous era refused to acknowl¬ 

edge the intelligence, sociability, and generosity of uncivilized people and the 

richness, effectiveness, and rationality of their ways of life. Today, popular 

opinion finds it difficult to attribute to tribal peoples a capacity for rapacious¬ 

ness, cruelty, ecological heedlessness, and Machiavellian guile equal to our own. 

(For example, when ecological accusations fly, who recalls the ten marvellous 

and unique species of flightless birds [Moas] hunted to extinction by the ancient 

Polynesians who first settled New Zealand?) Both Laypersons and academics 

now prefer a vision of tribal peoples as lambs in Eden, spouting ecological 

mysticism and disdain for the material conditions of life. In short, we wish them 

to be more righteous and spiritual (in our terms, not theirs), happier and less 

emotionally complicated, and less prone to rational calculations of self-interest 

than ourselves.12 With only rare exceptions, Westerners of the past few centu¬ 

ries have found it difficult to accept that primitive and prehistoric people were 

ever as clever, as morally equivocal, and as emotionally complex as themselves. 

When we attribute to primitive and prehistoric people only our virtues and none 

of our vices, we dehumanize them as much as ourselves. 

A wise writer once noted that “he who makes a beast of himself gets rid of the 

pain of being a man.”13 By believing that primitive and prehistoric peoples were 
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far more humane and peaceful than their modem civilized counterparts, we 

metaphorically make beasts of ourselves. Our capacity for organized violence, 

the universal ugliness of war, and the intricate difficulties of keeping a peace are 

part of the “pain” of being human. Accepting the despairing myth of the paci¬ 

fied past encourages us to neglect solving these universal problems in the only 

place we can—in the present, among ourselves. 



TWELVE 

A Trout in the Milk 

Discussion and Conclusions 

What the dead had no speech for, when living 
They can tell you, being dead; the communication 
Of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the 

language of the living. 
■ ■ M 

We shall nor cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time, 

T. S. Eliot, "Little Gidding*1 

These favorite lines from an unfavorite poet sum up 

what this book has beeD about. The “coramunica¬ 

tions” recorded here from the dead world of pre¬ 

history and the recently deceased ‘‘primitive” one are indeed 

eloquent on the subject of war. The burned villages, the 

arrowheads embedded in bones, the death tolls, and the 

mutilated corpses speak more truthfully, more passionately 

on this dismal subject than all the recorded verbiage of the 

living, which is riddled with cant, sophistry, and flights of 

fancy. The dead voices heard here tell us that war has ajn ugly 

173 
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sameness; it is always a compound of crimes no matter what kind of society is 

involved or when in time it occurs. After exploring war before civilization in 

search of something less terrible than the wars we know, we merely arrive where 

we started with an all-too-familiar catalog of deaths, rapes, pillage, destruction, 

and terror. 

This is a brutal reality that modem Westerners seem very loathe to accept. 

They seem always tempted to flee it by imagining that our world is the best of all 

possible ones or that life was better when the human world was far simpler. 

During this century, anthropologists have struggled with such complacent and 

nostalgic impulses, even in themselves. Their ambition was and is to explore the 

human condition ac all times and in all places, to enlarge the narrow view of it 

that the written records of civilized life provide and to, in every sense, “arrive 

where we started and know the place for the first time.” But these goals and the 

raw subject matter of anthropology—the origins of humans and their various 

cultures, social life before cities, states, and historical records-^are in every 

culture but our own the province of mythology. Myths are a consequence of 

many impulses and serve many purposes, but chief among these are didactic and 

moralizing ones. Anthropologists would be less than human themselves if they 

were immune to such impulses, and it is difficult to deny that on the subject of 

"war before civilization they have shown a special susceptibility. After the de¬ 

pressing shocks of two world wars, anthropologists compromised between com¬ 

placency and nostalgia, Hobbes and Rousseau, by conceiving of primitive war as 

a sometimes common but unserious and ineffectual activity. A few now seem 

poised to abandon even this compromise by quiedy assuming or boldly declaring 

that life before civilization was remarkably peaceful. Yet whatever their tendency 

-to mythologize, anthropologists have steadily accumulated observations and 

physical evidence through their ethnographic and archaeological fieldwork. It is 

precisely these painfully accumulated facts that prevent anthropology from laps¬ 

ing into mythology. 

The facts recovered by ethnographers and archaeologists indicate unequivo¬ 

cally that primitive and prehistoric warfare was just as terrible and effective as 

the historic and civilized version. War is hell whether it is fought with wooden 

spears or napalm. Peaceful prestate societies were very rare; warfare between 

them was very frequent, and most adult men in such groups saw combat repeat¬ 

edly in a lifetime. As we have seen, the very deadly raids, ambushes, and surprise 

attacks on settlements were the forms of combat preferred by tribal warriors to 

the less deadly but much more complicated battles so important in civilized 

/^warfare. In fact, primitive warfare was much more deadly than that conducted 

between civilized states because of the greater frequency of combat and the 

more merciless way it was conducted. Primitive war was very efficient at inflict- 

| ing damage through the destruction of property, especially means of production 

s and shelter, and inducing terror by frequently visiting sudden death and muti¬ 

lating its victims. The plunder of valuable commodities was common, and 

primitive warfare was very effective in acquiring additional territory, even if this 

was a seldom professed goal. 

Primitive war was not a puerile or deficient form of warfare, but war reduced 

to its essentials: killing enemies with a minimum of risk, denying them the 

means of life via vandalism and theft (even the means of reproduction by the 

kidnapping of their women and children), terrorizing them into either yielding 

territory or desisting from their encroachments and aggressions. At the tactical 

level, primitive warfare and its cousin, guerrilla warfare, have also been superior 

to the civilized variety. It is civilized warfare that is stylized, ritualized, and 

relatively less dangerous. When soldiers clash with warriors (or guerrillas), it is 

precisely these “decorative” civilized tactics and paraphernalia that must be 

abandoned by the former if they are to defeat the latter. Even such a change may 

be insufficient, and co-opted native warriors must be substituted for the inade¬ 

quate soldiers before victory belongs to the latter. 

The real weakness of precivilized war making has been at the highest strategic 

level, rooted in the weaker logistic capacities imposed by small populations, slim 

economic surpluses, and limited transportation capacities. These true deficien¬ 

cies, all determined by the social and economic features inherent in tribal life 

itself, have made it almost impossible for tribal warriors to conduct planned 

campaigns and prolonged sieges. It was the concentration of resources and 

power in hierarchical political organizations, the millions of cannon-fodder 

citizens subject to their disposal, the galleon, compass and sextant, the ox- 

wagon, steam engine, railroads, and factory production, as well as smallpox, 

measles, and weeds, that allowed the nations of western Europe to gain ascen¬ 

dancy over the uncivilized world during the past half-millennium. It was not the 

much discussed and theatrical weaponry, discipline, and tactical techniques that 

gave soldiers their eventual triumphs, but their mastery of the rather pedestrian 

arcana of logistics. In modem guerrilla warfare, when superior primitive tactics 

are wedded to even very limited civilized logistics, more completely civilized 

adversaries are very commonly discomfited. Guerrilla warfare merely incorpo¬ 

rates manpower and supply capacities on a civilized scale and uses more up-to- 

I date weaponry. Primitive warfare is simply total war conducted with very limited 

; means. 

The discovery that war is total—thar is, between peoples or whole societies, 

not just the armed forces who represent them—is credited by historians to 

recent times. Some point to the French Revolution's “nation in arms” or 

Napoleon's aggressive use of it. Against this claim can be posed the doctrines of 

Jomini, Qausewitz, aDd (in naval warfare) Mahan, who analyzed the Napoleonic 

Wars and concluded that the primary objective in warfare should be the de- 
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strucrion of an enemy's “main force” military units by formal battles, ideally a 

single decisive trial of strength. Other military historians claim with better 

justification that the realization of war's total nature belongs to those peculiarly 

American military geniuses, Grant and Sherman, who are credited individually 

or jointly with the awful invention of modem total war. It should be clear from 

this book that this Western “discovery” is comparable to the European discov¬ 

ery of the Far East, Africa, or the Americas. The East Asians, sub-Saharan 

Africans, and Native Americans always knew where they were; it was the Euro¬ 

peans who were confused or ignorant* So it is with total war. For millennia, i 

tribal warriors have been conducting smaller-scale and more ruthless versions 

of Sherman's march and Grant's war of attrition by ringing fruit trees, stealing j 

or destroying herds and crops, burning houses and canoes, stealthily slaughter¬ 

ing individuals and small groups, and gradually abrading a foe's manpower in 

very frequent but low-casualty battles. Primitive war is “war to the knife,” guerre > 

a lJoutrance. War has always been a struggle between peoples, their societies, 

and their economies, not just warriors, war parties, armies, and navies. 

Western nations gradually lost sight of this simple truth over many centuries 

after the decline of Rome. They more and more preferred to conduct war purely 

between proportionally smaller forces of specialists—first armored nobility, 

then mercenaries, and, later, professionals or regulars. They took what had been 

a nasty free-for-all, often literally a struggle for existence (like that between 

Rome and Carthage), and turned it into a chess game with highly specialized 

units, stylized movements, and constrained rules. This chess analogy may be 

trite, but it is a revealing one for civilized war. For example, the celebrated 

military historian John Keegan, notes that for commanders warfare had changed 

very little over the 200 years before Waterloo. He employs the chess analogy in 

noting that despite many changes in technology and the social context of military 

leadership, the nature of civilized combat was very similar over several centuries. 

He approves of Wellington's description of the Battle of Waterloo as “Napoleon 

just moved forward in the old style and was driven off in the old style.” Yet in his 

choice of exampiars of military leadership, he skips from Alexander the Great 

(ca. 300 b.c.) to Wellington (ca. a.d. 1800), a “jump” of more than 2,000 years, 

implying that the rate of evolution in Western military methods was very slow 

during these two millennia*1 The results of this prolonged stultification or recoil 

from primitive realism in Western military culture were indecisiveness or stasis 

In a host of chess-like wars.2 Our modem names for several of these conflicts 

reflect their indecisiveness: for example, the Crusades, the Hundred Years' 

War, and the Thirty Years' War. It was only in the outposts, where the victors' 

manpower consisted primarily of native levies naturally versed in real war and 

colonial militias who had relearned it from the natives, that the results were 

conclusive. While the fighting in the European heard and continued indecisively 
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between A.d. 1500 and 1830, France, Spain, Portugal, and (to a lesser degree) 

the Netherlands lost great domains beyond Europe in the New World and in 

parts of Asia. 

But does this chess analogy apply to Gram’s repeated tactical defeats by 

Lee—which culminated in Lee's, not Grant's, surrender—or Sherman's March 

away from the main Rebel force opposing him? No, Grant and Sherman defied 

the rules and doctrines of Western civilized warfare. It was nor until World 

War II that the rest of the civilized world followed suit. Indeed, what is subma¬ 

rine warfare at sea or strategic bombing in the air but guerrilla (read rtprimi- 

tive”) warfare by new technological means in new mediums? 

When we turn to those old questions of what causes wars and helps maintain 

peace, we find that primitive societies are essentially similar to civilized ones. As 

with civilized wars, the motives of primitive participants and the causes of their 

violent confrontations have often been murky and complex. It seems universal 

that it is usually an act of violence by one side that precipitates a war and behind 

such acts are usually disputes of an economic character. The only difference 

that can be seen in this area between states and nonstates is that the latter never 

claim or appear to be fighting to subjugate another society—to subordinate an 

independent population to one group's central political institutions. Since tribal 

and band societies lack institutional subordination and have decentralized po¬ 

litical systems, their “ignorance” of this motive is hardly surprising* 

Leaving the muddy waters of immediate motives and causes, a broader con¬ 

sideration of contexts that encourage war leads to several interesting conclu¬ 

sions. Contrary to common sense, neither die intensity nor the frequency of war 

or other violent behavior is correlated with human population density. Another 

surprise is that trade and intermarriage between societies increase, rather than 

decrease, the likelihood of war between them. On the other hand, some com¬ 

mon expectations are correct* For example, regions and periods of frequent 

bitter warfare are often centered on especially aggressive societies that “spoil 

their neighborhood.” In several ethnographic aqd historical cases, these “bad 

apples” were experiencing rapid population increases. Consistent with Holly¬ 

wood folklore, frontiers between cultures are prone to violence, especially when 

moving. And, as we might think, wars are very frequent during the hard times 

created by natural and man-made disasters. 

Despite a universal preference for peace and revulsion for homicide, even 

that of enemies, making peace between equals is fraught with pitfalls. Maintain- f 

ing a peace between independent societies over several generations is even more f 

difficult and thus even rarer. The rarity in both the primitive and civilized worlds , 

of sustained peaces makes it hard to isolare the favorable factors. However, two 

have long appeared to be useful: employing strong institutions to resolve dis¬ 

putes and punish peace breaking and ensuring that those who keep the peace 
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are rewarded, or at least not punished. If these prescriptions seem vague and too 

simplistic, the reason is that one cannot describe the form of institutions or the 

kinds of rewards that might be universally and eternally applicable. If it were not 

so difficult to design social systetns that delivered these desiderata, peace would 

be a far less scarse commodity. 

But before developing too militant a view of human existence, let us put war in 

its place. However frequent, dramatic, and eye-catching, war remains a lesser 

part of social life. Whether one takes a purely behavioral view of human life or 

imagines that one can divine mental events, there can be no dispute that peace¬ 

ful activities, arts, and ideas are by far more crucial and more common even in 

the most bellicose societies. Even when the most violent scenes are unfolding on 

some battlefield or raided village, all around the arena of combat, often at no 

great distance, children are being conceived and born, crops and herds at¬ 

tended, fish caught, animals hunted, meals prepared, tools made or mended, 

and thousands of other prosaic, peaceful activities pursued that are necessary to 

sustain life or serve other human needs. No society can sustain itself purely on 

the proceeds of war; even pirates and brigands must trade their booty with more 

peaceful folk or subordinate some of the latter as tributaries to survive. War is 

impossible without the food, clothing, weapons, or other devices, and, of course, 

combatants produced by peaceful activities. If warfare did actually absorb most 

of the energies and time of human beings, wars would truly, in the words of the 

Forty-sixth Psalm, “cease in all the world” with the rapid extinction of our 

species. Humans cannot photosynchesize or passively absorb nutrients from the 

elements; we lack the broad grinding teeth of herbivores or the sharp claws and 

teeth of a predator; we are relatively slow-footed and weakly muscled; we cannot 

gestate and nurse more than a single child each year and must continue to care 

for those we do birth over the many years they take to reach self-sufficiency, To 

be distracted for a sustained period by warfare (or the tense expectation of it) 

from the intricate labors and coundess mental exertions required to feed, shel¬ 

ter, and reproduce ourselves would soon be fatal to individuals and populations. 

If Rousseau's primitive golden age is imaginary, Hobbes's perpetual don- 

nybrook is impossible. 

While peace (that is, the absence of combat or any immediate prospect of it) 

may be essential to human existence, warfare is far from insignificant or absent 

except under civilized conditions. In a few hours, warfare can expend or destroy 

resources and constructions that are the products of months of labor, and it kills 

persons who represent years of care by their families (in Kipling's phrase, “two 

thousand pounds of education drops to a ten rupee jezail” [Afghan musket]). 

The attrition caused by raids and battles undertaken a few days a month but 

sustained over time, or just a single climactic massacre, can displace, disperse, 

or even exterminate whole social units. As we have seen, these dire effects of war 

affect all levels of social organization and were having an impact long before 

civilization appeared. War may not be necessary to human existence, but it is a 

very important aspect of that existence because its effects are so momentous and 

its occurrence is so frequent 

The myth making about primitive warfare resulting from the current Western 

attitude of self-reproach is, of course, censurable on scholarly and scientific 

grounds. But it also deplorable on practical and moral grounds. The ever- 

iramediate problem of how all of humanity can, in Lincoln's immortal words, 

“achieve and cherish a lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations" is not 

likely to be solved while we are in the thrall of nostalgic delusions. The doctrines 

of the pacified past unequivocally imply that the only answer to the “mighty 

scourge of war" is a return to tribal conditions and the destruction of all civiliza¬ 

tion. But since the primitive and prehistoric worlds were, in fact, quite violent, it 

seems that the only practical prospect for universal peace must be more civiliza¬ 

tion, not less. Adherence to the doctrines of the pacified past absolve us from 

considering the difficult question of what a truly global civilization should consist 

of and, more importantly, what its political structure should be. 

Depictions of precivilized humans as saints and civilized folks as demons are 

as hypocritical as they are erroneous. Rousseau never left his veiy civilized 

circumstances to join tribesmen living in his ideal state—for example, che 

I hunting-gathering bands of Tasmania. Similarly, the modern-day primitive 

nostalgist listens to tribal music celebrating the sacredness of nature on a stereo 

composed of completely artificial materials ultimately extracted from strip mines 

and oil wells on territories seized or extorted from tribaJ societies. If Westerners 

\ have belatedly recognized that they are not the crown of creation and rightful 

lords of the earth, their now common view of themselves as humanity's nadir is 

equally absurd. What is morally wrong with longer life; lower infant mortality; 

wider knowledge of the universe (including a science of ecology); water and food 

cleansed of parasites and pathogens; photography; Western literature, art, and 

music; or larger numbers of humans living on less land with fewer premature 

deaths, including violent ones? But the converse also applies. Can we morally or 

practically disdain the “social welfare” system of the Plains Indians, the sculp¬ 

ture and winter clothing of the Eskimos, the music and art of tribal Africans, the 

navigation skills of the Polynesians, the survival techniques of the Australian 

Aboriginals, the medical botany of countless tribal peoples, or the many “primi¬ 

tive” methods for resolving disputes without recourse to violence or lawyers? 

The myths of either primitive or civilized superiority deny tire intellectual, 

psychological, and physiological equality of humankind. In fact, the proponents 

of the pacified past disclaim the idea that all peoples share a common human 

nature by denying that ail societies are capable of using violence to advance their 

interests. 

i 
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Anthropologists in this century have long argued for the “psychic unity” of 

| humankind; in other words, all members of our species have within rather 

\ narrow limits of variation the same basic physiology, psychology, and intellect. 

This concept does not exclude individual variations in temperament or even the 

] various components of intellect, but finds that such variations have no value in 

explaining social or cultural differences between groups. It is not accidental that 

the dependents of illiterate villagers from various “backward” parts of the 

world, and of a variety of racial backgrounds, have become Nobel Prize-winning 

scientists, mathematicians, and fiction writers using languages very different 

from those spoken by their ancestors. Anthropologists have long recognized that 

the many and profound differences in technology, behavior, political organiza¬ 

tion, and values found among societies and cultures can be best explained by 

* reference to ecology, history, and other material and social factors. Thus, with a 

few rare exceptions, anthropologists argue with one another only about the 

relative importance of these nongenetic factors In explaining cultural variety and 

cultural evolution. This attitude reflects not just the antiracist tenor of the 

twentieth century, but also the accumulated facts and especially the experiences 

of ethnographers. Human psychic unity is not just a theory but a fact, one that 

can be demonstrated even in a survey of so dark a topic as war. The fact that 

despite our universal distaste we do “arrive where we started”—that is, at the 

blunt ugliness of war—unfortunately represents one of the clearest expressions 

of our shared psychology. Our common humanity, viewed realistically, can be as 

much a source of despair as hope. 

If war has always been horrible and seldom rare, what lessons, if any, can 

anthropology offer us in our pursuit of a more peaceful future? Some of the 

points raised in this work could be very useful, even if they do not suggest easy 

or comfortable prescriptions. 

First, we should consider trade as an especially productive source of violent 

conflicts and treat our closest trading partners with special care. Allowing other 

societies arbitrarily to monopolize the production of some goods that we could 

produce ourselves may be a good way to foster and maintain peace; attacking 

such monopolies by self-production is likely to lead to trouble. In the absence of 

international trade tribunals with the power to enforce their decisions, a com¬ 

promising approach to trade disputes seems highly recommended. The attitude 

. that “business is war,” often attributed to the Japanese, is exceptionally igno¬ 

rant, encourages ruthiessness, and makes a habit of tickling the dragon's tail by 

1 inciting and exacerbating trade grievances. The consequences of business, 

trade, and exchange may include penury and unemployment; but the conse¬ 

quences of war, even for the victors, are death, wounds, and destruction and, for 

the losers, the very depths of human misery. Mistaking trade for war seems an 

excellent way of learning firsthand the awfiil differences between them. 

Second, in our vain pursuit of military security, we should concentrate on 

economic and peaceful technological development rather chan strictly military 

techniques and weapons. The former advantages can be rapidly transformed, 

via logistic superiority, into military advantages, whereas superior weapons and 

military techniques cannot make up for deficient logistics and economic infra¬ 

structures. The role played by Detroit in World War II, when all the Allied 

armies (including the Soviet one) rode to victory on American trucks, and the 

importance of Silicon Valley to the Allied victory in the Gulf War are just two 

modem examples. We have repeated observed in this study that military tech¬ 

niques and technology are heavily dependent on peaceful technology and social 

and economic organization. To feed the parasite at the expense of the host only 

weakens both. 

Third, we should strive to create the largest social, economic, and political 

units possible, ideally one encompassing the whole world, rather chan allowing 

those we do have to fragment into mutually hostile ethnic or tribal enclaves. The 

degree of mutual interdependence created by modem transportation and com¬ 

munications long ago rendered the concepts of national and ethnic self- 

sufficieDcy and self-determination absurd and dangerous delusions. The inter¬ 

ethnic violence and general suffering unleashed by the breakup of the central 

political institutions in the former Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and Somalia are 

almost perfect illustrations of this point. As with imperialism, the mere mainte¬ 

nance of domestic peace cannot be an excuse for totalitarian tyranny, disastrous 

economic policies, or state imposition of cultural or religious uniformity, since 

many states of more equitable, prosperous, and tolerant character are just as 

internally peaceful. It is very instructive to compare Spain's peaceful conversion 

from totalitarian tyranny to federal democracy, despite regional and ethnic an¬ 

tagonisms as virulent as any in Europe, with the violent lunacy unleashed a few 

years later in Yugoslavia and Somalia. In Spain, the institution of a central state 

and many of its basic components were preserved through the transition; in 

Yugoslavia and Somalia, they disintegrated. The antidote to war is an effective 

political organization with legislative, judicial, and police powers, whether its 

scale comprises a family band, a village, a tribe, a chiefdom, a city-state, a 

nation, or the whole earth. Obviously, the larger the scale and the longer the life 

span of any such political organization, the more general and enduring is the 

extent ofpeace. However, prehistory, history, and ethnography also indicate that 

there are many possible political organizations and that the decision about which 

is the best is on extremely complicated one to make. 

The final lesson of this survey is the crucial importance of the physical 

circumstantial evidence produced and interpreted by archaeologists. In our legal 

system, circumstantial evidence is treated with a statutory reserve, alrhough all 

law-enforcement and legal professionals know that it is actually eyewitness 
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testimony that is notoriously unreliable and contradictory. In real life, the eye¬ 

witness accounts of untrained observers, like verbal contracts, aren't “worth the 

paper [they're] written on/' As all scientists know, all of the most fundamental 

and useful truths science has uncovered about the universe and its mechanisms 

have been inferred from and confirmed by purely circumstantial evidence. For 

example, many people have seen ghosts, but no one has ever seen an electron or 

a gravitational field. Yet most of us are very dubious about the odstence of the 

former, and we are certain enough of electrons and gravitational fields to stake 

our fives on technology premised on theii existence. Until humans traveled into 

the upper atmosphere and outer space, there were no eyewitnesses to attest to 

the reality of such long-accepted but only circumstantially evidenced phe¬ 

nomena as the Gulf Stream, limited atmosphere, cyclonic tropical storms, the 

shape of the continents, and even the sphericity of the earth and moon. Contrary 

to legal statute, as evidence of "what really happens,” physical circumstance is 

far superior to standard eyewitnesses (who could, for example, honestly pro¬ 

claim the earth flat) and expert opinion (invariably contradictory). The very 

physicaiity of circumstantial evidence, while it may be and often is misin¬ 

terpreted, makes it immune to dismissal and resistant to distortion. 

It is certainly difficult to bowdlerize or dismiss an arrow point embedded in a 

victim's spine, although anyone can glibly argue that any witnesses to the homi¬ 

cide are liars or deluded. The circumstantial evidence of archaeology is, after 

written records exist, an essential corrective and complement to history. Using a 

modem historical example, military historians have been arguing for over a 

century about what happened to Custer's annihilated third of the Seventh 

Cavalry at the Little Bighorn. Since 1876, it has been fashionable for Euro- 

American historians to discount or dismiss the testimony of Native American 

i1 eyewitnesses to Custer's destruction. Most historians have been content to 

! ignore the accounts of Sioux and Cheyenne warriors who fought against Custer 

and the few Crow Scouts who saw the Last Stand from a distance after being 

released by Custer (apparently because they advised him against attacking). The 

contentious historians have preferred their own reconstructions of how Custer 

should have behaved based on their assessments of his personality and military 

skill, as well as their own inferences based on such assumptions and the second- 

or third-hand accounts of survivors from the Reno-Benteen unit. But recently 

archaeologists, using only circumstantial evidence, have resolved several of the 

key issues concerning the Last Stand. These resolutions include determining 

that although the army had no repeating rifles, the Indians had many and used 

them decisively in repulsing Custer's initial thrust; that Custer's command was 

not suddenly overwhelmed by superior numbers, but had time to organize a 

defensive formation; and that the Seventh Cavalry's dead were horribly muti¬ 

lated.3 While the long-despised Native American eyewitness accounts appeared 
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typically distorted and fragmentary, most of them, whether from hostile or allied 

Indians, generally conformed to the events reconstructed by the archaeologists. 

The moral of this story is that historical records are usually biased .and then 

subject to every whim and rhetorical device of historians. In the end, it was only 

the pedestrian empiricism of some archaeologists, analyzing the rifle shells and 

reconstructing the shattered skulls left behind on that-fateful June 25, that 

restored to the Native American participants respect for their veracity. Only 

archaeology compels us to regard the Sioux, Cheyenne, Crow, and Arikawa 

men and women who left behind personal accounts of that terrible event as the 

equals of America's most celebrated writers of diaries and memoirs of the Civil, 

Second World, and Vietnam wars—that is, as human beings like ourselves 

caught up in traumatic events. 

It will always be easy to claim that historical accounts are essentially false—for I 

instance, that Celtic hill-forts were only status symbols that Julius Caesar por¬ 

trayed as real fortifications to enhance his military reputation, that historical 1 

first-contact or ethnographers' reports are merely biased records of disturbed 

situations, that the red color of watermelon flesh was created by the knife. 

Fortunately, archaeology is able to look inside the watermelon before it was cut i 

and give the lie to such sophistries. Before civilization and the written records it 

produces, archaeologists' circumstantial evidence is all that we can ever know of 

the deeper human past. It is a shame that archaeologists have given so little 

thought to prehistoric violence and warfare while quietly recording its effects. 

What is even more disappointing is that this inattentiveness has obscured the 

fact that some prehistoric regions and periods were remarkably peaceful over 

many generations. Any lessons chat these ancient peaces might hold for us still 

await the analysis of contrasting them with more violent places and periods. In 

the present intellectual climate, such comparisons depend first on a recognition 

by anthropologists that warfare both was common and had important effects in 

prehistory. 

Whatever their personal biases and favored theories, archaeologists basically 

and ultimately want to know what happened in the past. The physical circum¬ 

stantial evidence already available repeatedly attests that what transpired before 

the evolution of civilized states was often unpleasantly bellicose. It also demon¬ 

strates that, as with the Native American accounts of the Battle of the Litde 

Bighorn, we cannot summarily dismiss the ethnographic reports that give the 

same message. As Thoreau said, when he suspected his milkman of watering 

the milk, “Some circumstantial evidence is very strong, as when you find a trout 

in the milk.” This book has been an extended exercise in finding the trout in the 

milk. 
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Tables 

Table 2.1 Political Organization Venus Frequency of Wars 

Warfare Frequency 
Political ___ 
Organization Continuous Frequent Rare/Never Total 

State 4 

40.0% 

6 

60.0% 
0 10 

100% 

Chiefdom 3 
50.0% 

2 

33.3% 
1 

16,7% 
6 

100% 

Tribe 20 
80.0% 

2 
8.0% 

3 
12.0% 

25 
100% 

Band 3 
33.3% 

5 
55.6% 

l 
11.1% 

9 
100% 

Total 30 
60.0% 

15 
30.0% 

5 
10.0% 

50 

100% 

Source: Otrerbein 1989. 
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Table 2,2 Subsistence Economy Versos Frequency of Warfare 

Warfare Frequency 

Economy Continuous Frequent Rare/Never Totals 

Intensive 
agriculture 

8 
47.1% 

8 
47.1% 

1 
5.8% 

17 
100% 

Shifting 
cultivation 

12 
85.7% 

2 
14.3% 

0 
_ 

14 
100% 

Animal 
husbandry 

8 
88.9% 

0 1 
11.1% 

9 
100% 

Hunting¬ 
gathering 

2 
20.0% 

5 
50.0% 

3 
30.0% 

10 
100% 

Total 30 
60.0% 

15 
30.0% 

5 
10.0% 

50 
100% 

Source: Otterbem 1989. 

Table 23 Political Integration Versus Frequency of Warfare 

Warfare Frequency 

Political 
Integration 

Once 
per year 

Once per Once per 
5 years generation 

Rarely 
or never Totals 

Household- 
village 

(0-1) 
20 

51,3% 
7 6 

17.9% 15.4% 
6 

15.4% 
39 

100% 

Tribe- 
chiefdom 

(2) 
16 

61.6% 
7 0 

26.9% 
3 

11.5% 
26 

100% 

State 
(3-4) 

17 
77.3% 

2 0 
9.1% 

3 
13.6% 

22 
100% 

Toral S3 
60.9% 

16 6 
18.4% 6.9% 

12 
13.8% 

87 
100% 

Source: Murdock and Provost 1973; Ross 1983, 

Table 2.4 Frequency of Offensive Raids and of Defense Against Raids Among Western 

Indians 

Raid Frequency 

Type of Warfare 

More than 

4 per year 

2-4 
per year 

None or J 

per year Totals 

Offensive raid 44 
28.0% 

50 
31.9% 

63 
40.1% 

157 
100% 

Defense against 
raid 52 

33.5% 
77 

49.7% 
26 

16.8% 
155 

100% 

Offensive or 
defensive 
warfare 

68 
43.3% 

68 
43.3% 

21 
13.4% 

157 
100% 

Source: Jorgensen 1980. 

Table 2.5 Frequency and Duration of Warfare by Nation-States, 1800-1945 

Nation 

Number 
of Wars 

Wan/Gen eration 

(2Syrs) 

Years of War 

(per century) 

Russia (USSR) 21 3.6 49 >3 
Great Britain 34 5.9 48.3 
Spain 16 2.8 42.4 
China 11 1.9 38.6 
Turkey 15 2.6 34.1 
France 29 5.0 32.8 
Argentina 6 1.0 25.5 
Uruguay 4 0.7 24.8 
Guatemala 7 L2 24.5 
Mexico 6 1.0 24.1 
Salvador 9 1.6 23.8 
Portugal 6 1.0 20.7 
Bolivia 5 0.9 20.3 
Costa Rica 8 1.4 19.6 
Italy* 13 2.2 ’ 19.3 
Germany (Prussia) 10 1.7 19.3 
Nicaragua 10 1.7 18.3 
Chile 5 0.9 17.9 
Japan 9 1.6 17.2 
Honduras 9 1.6 17.2 
Austria 12 2.1 16.9 
Polandb 6 1.0 16.5 

(continued) 
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Table 2.S Frequency and Duration of Warfare by Nation-States, 1800-1945 (continued) 

Nation 
Number 
of Wan 

Wan/Generation 
(25 yrs) 

Years of War 
(per century) 

Greece 9 1.6 16 2 
Belgium0 5 0.9 15 9 
United States 11 1.9 15 5 
Denmark 5 0.9 13 8 
Peru 5 0.9 13 8 
Netherlands 4 0.7 13 4 
Paraguay 3 0.5 13 1 
Ecuador 4 0.7 12 1 
Brazil 5 0.9 11 7 
Venezuela 2 0.3 10.3 
Iran (Persia) 3 0.5 9.3 
Colombia 2 0.3 
Montenegrod 5 0.9 

o.o 
7.6 

Haiti 5 0.9 6.2 
Afghanistan 3 0.5 5 2 
Sweden 2 0.3 4.5 
Dominican Republic 3 0.5 4.1 
Thailand (Siam) 2 0.3 4.1 
Switzerland 0 0.0 0.0 

World averages 1.4 18.5 
World medians 0.9 16.9 

'Includes wars fought by Sardinia, Naples, and Venice. 

b Includes wars fought as an independent nation and insurrections. 
* Includes Napoleonic Wars as part of Netherlands. 

«Includes World War II as part of Yugoslavia. 
Source: Wright 1942.- Tables 37-41, 44, 46. 

Tables 189 

Table 2.6 Combat Unit Sizes and Social Unit Populations 

Group'3 
Maximum 
Unit Sissd3 

Male 
Populationc 

% Males 
Mobilized 

Rome (a.d. 100-200) 400,000 25,000,000 2 
W. Abenaki 100 2,500 4 
Huron 600 9,000-11,000 5-7 
Mohave 100 1,500 7 
Egypt (1250-1300 b.c.) 100,000 + 1,300,000 8 + 
Iroquois 600 6,000 10 
Caribs (Venezuela) 600(?) 5,000 12 
Cahuilla 400 3,000 13 
Par an tin tin 20 125 16 
Tknacua 1,500 9,000-17,500 9-17 
US. World War II 11,490,000 66,000,000 17 
Modoc 100 500 20 
USSR World Was II 20,000,000 91,000,000 22 
Maori 350 + 1,250-3,750 9-28 + 
Germany World War II 10,800,000 34,250.000 32 
Nandi 4,710 14,140 33 
Mae Enga (one clan) 70 175 40 
Zulu State (1879) 50,000 125,000 40 
Huli (minor war) 100 250 40 
Miyanmin (1938) 200 <500 40 + 
France World War I 8,410,000 19,500,000 43 
Tahiti 7,760 17,683 44 

aStates are italicized, 

b Offensive war parties, standing armies, total number who served in armed forces during war, etc. 

cEstimated by dividing total population in half. 

Sources: Ferrill 1986: 26; Dobson 1989: 198; Edgerton 1988: 21,28; Wright 1942:664; Ray 1963: 

135; H/MIvoL 15, 1928:153, 157; Bean 1972: 77, 131; Glasse 1968: 29, 97; Oliver 1974:30,34; 

Gabriel and Metz 1991: 221; Romer 1982: 23; Meggia 1977: 10K102; Stewart 1965: 377; HNA1 

vol. 10, 1983: 57; Morren 1986: 274-75; Huncingford 1953: 80; HSA1 vol. 3, 1948: 285, 290, 

Table 3.1 Association Between Weapons and Armor 

Protection 

Weapon Type Armor used Shield only None 

Shock only or 
shock and missile 

10 
91% 

12 
75% 

5 
45% 

Missile only 1 
9% 

4 
25% 

6 
55% 

Totals 11 
100% 

16 
100% 

1J 
100% 

Source: Orterbein 1989: Appendix D. 
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Table 4.1 Casualties from Formal Battles 

Date Group* 
'Number 
Engaged 

% 
Killed 

% 
Wounded 

% 
Casualties 

Winners 
1810 Mterwa-Zulu 1,800 u ? 1 
490 b.c. Athens (Marathon) 10,000 1.9 ? } 

1863 Union (Gettysburg) 85,000 3.7 17.1 20.8 
202 b.c. Rome (Zama) 50,000 4.0 > ? 

1813 Mtetwa-Zulu 1,800 8.3 > ? 
1771 Maori 60 16.7 } } 

Inconclusive 

1930s 

or indeterminate 

Mae Enga “Great Fight” 2,000 0.5 ? > 

1840s Cahto vs. Yuki 700 U ? 
1971 Mae Enga (one clan) 70 1.4 38.6 40.0 
1850s Modoc (average) 60 7.5 } > 

1850s Mohave (average) 50 12.0 18.0 30.0 
1916 Britain (Somme) 156,000 13.5 25.0 38.5 
1959 Masatfak Dani 130b 26.2 ? } 

Losers 
1863 Confederates (Gettysburg) 65,000 4.0 19.6 23.6 
1810 ButeJezi 600 8.3 } > 

1956 Manamba Maring I80b ll.lc > ? 

1700s? Tejon Chumash 400 17.5 } > 

1813 Ndnandwe 2,500 20.0 } ? 
490 b.c. Persia (Marathon) 20,000 32.0 ? } 

1807 Nga Pahi Maori 500 34.0 ? ? 
202 b.c. Carthage (Zama) 50,000 40.0 20.0 60.0 
1857 Mohave-Yum a 282 49.6 ? 7 

1478 Aztecs (Michoacan) 24,000 87.1 0.0 87.1 
1849 Assiniboind 52 100.0 0.0 100.0 

“States are italicized. 

b Assuming raaJes engaged — 30% of population, 
cBartie deaths only; in the rout that followed, 4.4% more died. 
d Raiding party caught by larger Blackfoot war party. 

Otterbein 1967: 356; Vayda 1976: 25; Vayda I960: 86, 89; Meggitt 1977; 17, 101, 192; 

Gabriel and Metz 1991: 85-87; Isaac 1983; 12S; Stewart 1965: 377-79; Kroeber 1925: 753; 

Kroeber 1965:400; Chandler 1966: 1,065-66, 1,093; Ewers 1967: 339; Heider 1970: 129; HNAI 
voL 8, 1978: 534; Ferritl 198S: 109-10; Keegan 1976: 215, 255. 

Table 6.1 Annual Warfare Death Rates 

Society* Region 
Annual 
% Rate Source 

Karo (Cahto) 1840s California 1.45 Kroeber 1965: 397-403 
Dani-S. Grand V. New Guinea 1.00 Heider 1970: 129 
Piegan N. Plains LOO Livingstone 1968: 9 
Dinka 1928 N.E. Africa .97 Kelly 1985: 55 
Fiji 1860s Melanesia .87* Camiero 1990: 199 
Chippewa 1825—1832 Minnesota .75 Hickerson 1962: 28 
Telefotmin 1939^-1950 New Guinea .74 Morren 1984: 188 
Buin Solomon Is. .71 Wright 1942: 569 
Kalin ga (headhunts) Philippines .60® Dozier 1967: 71 
Mtetwa 1806-1814 S. Africa .59d Otterbein 1967: 356-57 
Dugum Dani 1961 New Guinea .48c Heider 5970: 128 
Manga 1949-1956 New Guinea .46 Pflanz-Cook and Cook 1983: 

188; Vayda 1976; 109 
Modoc California ASf Ray 1963: 134-35, 143 
Auyana 1924-1949 New Guinea .42 Robbins 1982: 211 
Mum gin 20 years Australia .33 Wright 1942: 569 
Tauade 1900-1946 New Guinea .32s Hall pike 1977: 120, 202 
Mae Enga 1900-1950 New Guinea .32h Meggitt 1977: 12-13, 109 
Y an omam a 1938-1958 Brazil .29' Early and Peters 1990: 18 
C. Mexico J419-1S19 Meso am erica .25 Thieme 1968: 17 
Yurok California .24 Wright 1942: 570 
Mohave 1840s Calif.-Ariz_ .23 Stewart 1965: 377, 379 
Gebusi 1940-1982 New Guinea .201 Knauft 1985: 119, 376-77 
Tiwi 1893-1903 Australia .16 Pilling 1968: 158 
Germany 1900-1990 Europe .16 variousk 
Russia 1900-1990 Europe-Asia .15 various1" 
Boko Dani 1937-1962 New Guinea .14 Ploeg 1983: 164 
France 1800-1899 Europe .07 Wright 1942: 570 
Japan 1900-1990 Asia .03 various*" 
Andamanese 30 years Indian Ocean .02 Wright 1942: 569 
Sweden 1900-1990 Europe .00 various*4 
Semai S.E. Asia .00 Dentan 1979 

^States are italicized. 

b 1,500-2,000 deaths each year {average = 1,750), population in 1860 - 200,000. 

cFor a regional population of 1,000, if it was 500, then rate doubles; “battle” not included only raid 

deaths. 
d85 deaths/batde; 5 battles 1806-1814; population of 9,00(1 

cDoes not include deaths from “secular’1 war occurring once every 10-20 years; were these in- 
eluded, the rate would be .85-1.23. 

f Average of one raid per year; average loss 7.5% of average war party of 60; population of 1,000 
estimated from various sources including Ray 1963: 204-11. 

v Intertribal killings only; including in era tribal ones raises the rate to .53. 

h200 wars in 50 years, averaging 4 deaths/war, for an average papulation of 5,000. 
'Contact population of 121, 7 war deaths ca, 1938, and no warfare because of isolation until 1958. 

I Raid and battle deaths only; internal homicides excluded. 

kPopulations averaged from Kennedy 1987: 199,436; war deaths from Wright 1942: 664; Wilmott 
1989: 477; Winter 1989: 206 and other sources. If these rares were calculated for only the bloodier 

period from 1900 to 1950, they would more or less double. 
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Table 7.1 Territorial Gains and Losses from Warfare per Generation 

% Loss/Gain 

Group (Localton) per 25 Years 

H un ter-gathe re rs 
Walbiri (Australia) +3 
Ingalik (Alaska) —6 
Wappo (California) +10 
Kutchin (Yukon) - 11 
Comox (Brirish Columbia) ^50 

Pastoralists and horticulturalists 
Mohave (California) +5 
Cuka Meru (Kenya) — 20 
Telefolmin (New Guinea) +33 
Tyenda Maring (New Guinea) - 35 
Nuer (Sudan) +62 

Civilized states 
European hegemony, 1800-1914 +22 

United States, 1800-1900 +29 
Roman hegemony, 250 rc.-a.d. 100 +36 

Sources: Calculated from maps and other information in the following sources: (Walbiri) Meggitt 

1962: 42- (Wappo) Kroeber 1925: 219^-21, Plate 27; //AM/vol. 8, 1978: 258, 260; (Comox) HNAl 

vol. 7,1990:359-60, 442; (Kutchin, Kolcban, and Jngalik) HNAlrol 6, 1981: 516,602-603,618; 
(Mohave) HNAl vol 10, 1983: 1, 8, 55, 93; (Meru) Fadiman 1982: 35; (Tdefojmin) Morren 1984: 

181-86; (Maring) Vayda 1976: 32; (Nuer) Kelly 1985: l; (civilized states) Rand-McNaUy 1988: 90, 

173; Dudley 1975: 35, 262; Parker 1988: 5. 

Table 7.2 Population Density and Width of Buffer Zones 

Group(s) 

Population Density 
(per square mile) 

Zone Width 
(in miles) 

Dani (New Guinea) 414.0 0.6 

Naadi-Masai (Kenya) 35.0 5.0 
Wappo-Porno (California) 10.0 10.0 
Mahican (New York) 1.2 20-25.0 

Shamatari Yanomamo (Venezuela) 0.9 30.0 
Namoweiteri Yanomamo 0.4 50.0 
Chippewa-Sioux (Minnesota) 0.1 50-100.0 

Sources: Heider 1970; Huntingford 1953: 85-88; Kroeber 1925; HNAl vol. 15, 1978: 198, 200; 

Chagnon 1974: 127, 129; Hickerson 1962: 17, 32; Hickerson 1970: 74. 
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Table 82 Causes of Warfare in New Guinea 

Causes 
Wars* 

Auyana (192^1949)* 
Homicides (including sorcery) 
Pigs (thefts and garden depredations) 
Women (adultery and marriage arrangements) 

Other 

13 (31.0%) 
13 (31.0%) 
12 (28.6%) 

4 (9.5%) 

Mae Eoga (1900-19 50)1 

Land 
Mobile Property (including pigs) 

Homicides 
Women (rape and marriage arrangements) 

41 (57.7%) 

17 (23.9%) 
11 (15.5%) 
2 (2.8%) 

Hull* 
Revenge 
Unpaid homicide indemnities 

Pig theft 
Adultery and rape 

Land disputes 

14 (32.6%) 
13 (30.2%) 

7 (16.3%) 
6 (14.0%) 
3 (7.0%) 

Guyana, N « 42; Mae Enga, N = lh Hull, N - 43. 
Sources: * Robbins 1982: 215, 
tMeggitt 1977: 13. 
JGlasse 1968: 91. 
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Table 83 Population Density versus Frequency of Warfare 

Population 

Density 
(per square mile) 

Warfare Frequency (Internal and External) 

Once JDnce Per Once Per Rarefy 
Per Year 5 Years Generation or Never Total 

<0.2 7 4 2 3 16 
44% 25% 12% 19% 100% 

0.2-1.0 10 1 2 1 14 
72% 7% 14% 7% 100% 

1.1-5.0 6 2 1 3 12 
50% 17% 8% 25% 100% 

5.1-25.0 6 3 1 1 ii 
55% 27% 9% 9% 100% 

26-100 11 4 0 1 16 

69% 25% 6% 100% 

>100 13 2 0 3 18 
72% 11% — 17% 100% 

Total 53 16 6 12 87 

61% 18% 7% 14% 100% 

Sources: Murdock and Wilson 1972; Ross 1983* 

Table 9.1 Distribution of Arrow Wounds atjebel S ah aba 

Wound Location 

Sex of Skeleton Left Side Right Side 
Central or 

Indeterminate Totals 

Adult male 17 
44% 

13 
33% 

9 
23% 

39 
100% 

Adult female 5 
18% 

12 

43% 
11 

39% 
28 

100% 

Sources: From descriptions in Wendorf 1968; Anderson 1968. 

NOTES 

Chapter 1 

In order not to clutter the text with footnotes, the references for each paragraph have 

been consolidated into the footnotes attached to the first or the final sentence of each 
paragraph. 

1. See Divale 1973: 3-9; Ferguson 1988: 114-21. 

2. This original spelling is used by several anthropologists as a shorthand reference 

to Hobbes's vision of small-scale societies and to characterize some ethnographic situa¬ 

tions in which violence of all kinds was extremely common. 

3. This is, of course, a libel, since Hobbes “concluded51 no such thing. It is interest¬ 

ing that the neo-Rousseauian, Brian Ferguson, repeated this misrepresentation in 1990 

but neglected to acknowledge Rousseau's precedence or even to mention his existence! 
4. Ryan 1981: 49-57- 

5. Sumner 1911 versus Malinowski 1941. ' 

6. Dtvale 1973: xvii, 

7. Herdt 1987: 47-48. 

8. Keegan 1976: 36-46. 

9. Divale 1973: xxii. 

10. For example, the anthropology graduate student whose master's thesis was part of 

the project, Harry Hoi jet, later co-authored the most widely used anthropology textbook 

of the 1950s and 1960s (Beals and Hoijer 1965). Thus anthropologists did not need to 

consult Wright's massive book to be influenced by it 

11. Wright 1942 [1964]: 7. 

12. I can find nothing in his writings or in anything written about him to indicate that 

203 
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he ever experienced combat He certainly would have seen much of its ugly aftermath in 

liberated Belgium. In any case, Primitive War was written before World War II, which 
was his only chance to see combat. 

13. Wright 1942: 62, 69, 74—76; Turney-High 1949: 141^68; 1981: 26, 36-40. 

Regarding the sportive or entertainment motive among primitive Wright offers no 

documentation for his statements. Turney-High’s arguments and examples on this point 

are rather strange: war stories are “the most entertaining stories, and in order to spin 

yams there must be wars”; California Indians knew they were “athletic humbugs” but 

would not admit it (!)■ and so on. No one reading his works can doubt that Turney-High 

thought war was fun—an easier attitude for a rear-echelon M.P. co maiotain than for a 
front-line “grunt.” 

14. Wright 1942: 80-85; Turney-High 1949: 21-137. 

15. Turney-High 1949: 85, 87. 

16. Turney-High 1981: 34. 

17. Turney-High 1981: 34. 

18. Various places in Turney-High 1949: 25-137; summary in 1981: 35-44, 56, 58. 
19. Keegan 1976: 22-23. 

20. Tumey-High 1981: 69. 

21. Wright 1942: 85-88; Turney-High 1981: 38. 

22. Wright 1942: Appendix XII, 569—70. In this appendix, Wright listed annual war 

death rates for four tribal societies, three of which were from three to ten times higher 

than nmteenth-cenrury France’s war death me (the highest civilized rate known to him 
in 1941). 

23. Wright 1942: 242-48; 1964: 59-62. Ennumeration indicated that civilized battles 

have been becoming less deadly over the last four centuries. Thus to save his hypothesis, 

Wright had to include all deaths “indirecdy related” to war, dismiss the figures from 

seventeenth-century Britain and Germany, and include some highly estimated “indices” 
created by sociologists. 

24. Tumey-High 1949: xiv-xv, 25. 

25. Ferguson 1984a: 6. 

26. For example, Harris 1979. 

27. For example, Harris 1975; Ferguson 1984a. However, it was never claimed that 
casualties alone could be a method of population control. 

28. For example, Harris 1984: 129; Ferguson 1990: 29. 

29. Chagnon 1983 (first edition 1968). 

30. For example, Chagnon 1983; Koch 1974; Hallpike 1973, 1977. 

31. Hallpike 1973: 454. Another neo-Hobbesian, K.-F. Koch (1974: 159-75), ac¬ 

cepts four of five possible explanations for warfare in highland New Guinea—every 
possibility except the economic one. 

32. For example, Fagan 1989; Wenke 1988; Sharer and Ashmore 1987; Thomas 
1988. A recent exception is Hayden 1993. 

33. For example, Green and Perlman 1985; Rouse 1986; Gregg 1988; Bogucki 1988. 

34. Fagan 1989: 311; Whittle 1985: 219-20. Whitde does mention that at least one 
camp appeared to have been attacked by archers. 

35. Dixon 1988; Mercer 1988. 

36. For example, palisades around Mississippi villages to keep out deer (?); the 

‘peaceful Pueblos" of the American Southwest (see WlJcoxand Haas 1991); the “peace¬ 

ful” Maya- 

37. This example is not completely hypothetical example since the extensive Ancient 

Mayan road systems now being documented in the Yucatan are being interpreted by 

many scholars as “ritual roads” (B. Hayden, personal communication). 

38. Ferguson 1992a, 1992b. His colleague, Neil Whitehead (1990: 160), blames 

Hobbes directly, claiming that intruding Westerners brought with them Hobbes’s “ide¬ 

ology of war” (what that ideology is remains unclear since Hobbes never praised war or 

suggested how it should be conducted). Another proponent of prehistoric peace js BKck 

(1988). 

39. Ferguson 1992a: 113. Except for a single clause in one sentence, Hobbes did nor 

mention any “wild violence” by natives to support his case. 

40. Gabriel and Metz 1991: 3, 19. In his latest book, the justly celebrated military 

historian John Keegan (1993) “buys” Tumey-High “lock, stock and barrel,” probably 

because the latter’s book remains the only general anthropological synthesis on prescate 

warfare available to nonanthropologists. 

41. Rochberg-Halton 1991: B6-B7. 

42. Manchester 1980: 102. 

Chapter 2 

1. Otterbein 1989: 21, 143—4-4, 148. 

2. Ross 1983: 179, 182-83. 

3. The Cayapa were indeed peaceful since they had no traditional memory of war¬ 

fare since mythological times {HSAl vol. 4, 1948: 282). 

4. Jorgensen 1980: 503--6, 509-15, 613-14, 

5. The Panamint, Battle Mountain, and Hukundika Shoshone; the Gosiuce and the 

Kaibab Paiuie of the Great Basin; the Wenatchi and Columbia Salish of central Wash¬ 

ington. 

6. Harris 1989: 288-89; Meggitt 1962: 38, 42, 246. 

7. Knauft 1987; Lee 1979: 387^100; Hams 1989: 288; HNAI vol 5,1984: 340-41, 

401^402, 409, 429, 440-41, 455; J. G. Taylor 1974: 92-92; HSAIvai. L, 1946: 94-95. 

Knauft’s (1987) paper on violence in “simple societies” is extremely useful, and most of 

the homicide rates referred to here were taken from his Table 2. He also calculates thar 

the Semai, the archetype of a oonviolent society, had a homicide rate three times that 

of the modem United States. 

8. HSAJ vol. 1, 1946: 94-95. 

9. Lee 1979: 399; Harris 1989: 288. 

10. To equal the Gebusi annual homicide rate of 683 homicides per 100,000 (Knauft 

1987: 464), the armed forces of the United States (with an average population of 200 

million and homicide rate of 10) would have had to kill 1,350,000 people each year. In 
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nine years, this would amount to 12 million deaths; the population of South Vietnam in 

1965 was less than 14 million. 

11. Knaufr 1987: 463. My conservative calculation (i.e., excluding deaths from dis¬ 

ease and starvation) of the annual homicide rate of Nazi Germany (1933 to 1945) yields a 

figure of approximately 2,000 per 100,000 (over three times that of rhe Gebusi), indicat¬ 

ing that it qualifies as the most homicidal society ever recorded. 

12. HNAI vol. 5, 1984: 577-79, 585. 

13. Even if only one homicide occurred every fifty years in such a small population, 

their homicide rate would equal that of the United States. 

14. For example, TonJcinson 1978: 32, 118,123-28; Steward 1938: 83, 9), 140, 176, 

179. 

15. See also Ember 1978. 

16. See Ember and Ember 1992: 248-49. 

17. Dentan 1979:58-^59. See Knauft (1987: 458) for the Semai homicide rate. 

18. Dentan (1979: 2) suggests that the Semai (and, presumably, the related Semang) 

tradition of flight from violence is a consequence of countless defeats and slave raiding at 

the hands of the more numerous and aggressive Malays. In other words, the Semai can 

be characterized as defeated refugees. 

19. Appendix, Tables 2.1-2.4; see also Ember and Ember 1990: 255* 

20. Heider 1970: 107; Chagnon 1968: 141. 

21. Hackett (ed.) 1989: 140, 170, 193. 

22. Appendix, Table 2.5. 

23. PospisiJ 1963: 59-60; Edgerton 1988: 39,107; Steward and Faron 1959: 190, 

209, 223, 245; Grinnell 1923 (II): 44-47; HNAI vol 8, 1978: 219, 260, 380, 547; HSAI 

vol. 3, 1948: 480; Vayda 1960: 41; Meggitt 1977: 98-99. 

24. Chandler 1966: 1,102, 1,106, 1,113-14; Perret 1989: 553; Gabriel and Metz 

1991: 89. 

25. For example, Dart 1957; Roper 1969. 

26. (AustraJopithicines) Brain 1981; (Neanderthals) Klein 1989: 333-34; Vend 1991. 

27. Vend 1991; Klein 1989: 387; Jelinek 1991; Gambler and Sacchi 1991; Svoboda 

and Vlcek 1991: Wendorf and Schiid 1986; Wendorf 1968; Greene and Armelagos 

1972. 

28. Wendorf 1968. 

29. Vend 1991; Frayer, in press; Price 1985. See also Appendix, Table 6.2. 

30. For example, Courtin 1984; Keeley 1990. 

31* Wahl and Konig's (1987) exceptionally intelligent and thorough analysis of the 

Taiheim mass grave deserves far greater notice from archaeologists than it has received. 

32. O. Bar-Yosef, personal communication. (Inddentally, Bar-Yosef interprets the 
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