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hirty years ago all the anthro-

pologists studying war would

have ht into one small room.,
Granted—and guaranteed—that room
would frequently erupt in heated de-
bate, but few outside would notice or
care. Tribal warfare? Exotic, maybe,
but so what? Anthropologists see war
as potentially lethal violence between
two groups, no matter how small the
groups or how few the casualties. But
how much light could such a broad
definition of conflict, or cases of pre-
civilized human strife, shed on mod-
ern warfare, the struggles that have
fared in Irag, Kosove, Rwanda, Viet-
nam, Korea—and on and on?

How times have changed! The an-
thropological study of war has ex-
panded and matured. Tdeas from aca-
demic debates are finding their way
into foreign policy journals and, vyes,
the mass media. The questions raised
by anthropologists and the once-aca-
demic disputes within the discipline
have become important public issues, to
be debated by pundits and politicians.

To appreciate how much things have
changed, consider how the under-
standing of one famous ethnographic
case has been transformed: that of the
Yanomami of Venezuela and Brazil,
Following the publicadon of Napoleon
A. Chagnon'’s study Yanomamd: The
Fietce People, in 1968, the book began
to appear frequently and prominendy
on lists of readings for college students
in introductory anthropology—often
the only anthropology they would ever
learn. And what an object lesson! En-
gaged in endless wars over women, sta-
tus, and revenge, the Yanomami were
supposed to exemplify the namral
human condition of eons past. Some
people took Chagnon® work to imply
that aggression is in our genes—dis-
turhing news if true.

In 1974 the anthropologist Marvin
Harris offered a different view. Yano-
mami warfare, Harris argued, was an
adaptive respease from a population

28 | NATURAL HISTORY July/August 2003




stressed by limited food resources,
specifically game animals. But detailed
examination of Yanomami ecology
failed to support Harris's hypothesis.

In 1995, in Yanomami Warfare: A
Palitical History, 1 described how the
Yanomami have been coping with
European intrusions since the 1700s. !
As | read the evidence, Yanomami t
wars were tightly linked to changes il
in the European presence. Recent
wars, including the ones described |
by Chagnon, seemed to have been '
fought over access to steel tools and |
other goods distributed by Western- It
ers. Yet despite such basic disagree-
ments within anthropology, the dis- i
cussion of the Yanomami remained !
confined to academic circles.

hen came a media frenzy. In the

fall of 2000, Pacrick Tierney, a i
Journalist, published Darkness in El
Dorade: How Scientists and Jonrnalists
Devastated the Amazon. The book es-
sentially blamed Chagnon himself for
instigating war. Now it was the an-
thropologists’ turn to be fierce. Op- |
pinents and defenders of Chagnon i
exchanged bitter broadsides. Not a |
few anthropologists felt that the resi-
Ry / j dent missionaries, for all their good
A rock painting in Tassill n'Ajjer, a Saharan plateau in southeastern Algeria, intentions, were more at fault than !
rflu;trates a bﬁﬂle bﬂmueg trl':'l.rl:;preh[s.to:ct groups. ..J‘J-rmﬁ:d mostly TII:: E:;:WS any anthropologists. One outcome of

and arrows, the group at right braces in firing pasition for an assault 2 . :
group at the Ju&.gThl;Psce;Ewasaeatedsn?;epﬁme between 6,0003:15 4,500 the_cpisnde, Fhﬂugh, Is that no one
veart a0, padhap b movabic catils hendors. paying attention to this controversy
stll claims that Yanomami wars can be
understood without taking into ac- i
) count the tribe’s highly disrupted his- '

An archaeological survey concludes torical circumstances.

§ ] . What s more, studies that zo far be- |
that warfare, despite its malignant hold .4 te Yinomami are qui':t,-ming 5

i+ the idea that war has always been part :E
on mﬂdﬁ“ ;UE’ h-ﬂs not ﬂhua}".f bffﬂ of the human condition. It looks as if, I
Pdff ﬂf the human ﬁﬂﬂdfffﬂﬂ, _ all around the world, what has been

called primitive or indigenous warfare
was generally wransformed, frequentdy
intensified, and sometimes precipitated
by Western contact. A collection of
historical studies that [ edited in 1992
By R. Brian Ferguson - with Neil L. Whitehead, an anthropol-
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ogst at the University of Wisconsin—Madison, con-
cludes that such changes often rook place in far-
flung “trihzl zones,” even before literate observers
artived on the scene. Indigenous warfare recorded
in recent centuries cannot be taken as typical of pre-
historic tribal peoples (see War in the Tiibal Zone:
Expanding States and Indigenous Wiarfare), We need
archaeology to tell us about ancient war.

In 1996 the issue took a new turn with Lawrence
H. Keeleys book War before Civilization. Keeley, an
archaeologist at the University of Illinois at Chicago,
compiled archaeological cases of some of the worst
violence known, thereby creating the impression
that these examples were typical, that humans have
always made war. As he told the journal Science,
“War is something like trade or exchange. It is
something that all humans do” Here T must un-
equivocally disagree: in my view the global archae-
ological record contradicts the idea thar war was
always a feature of human exstence; instead, the
record shows that warfare 1s largely a development
of the past 10,000 years.

In the new book Constant Battles: The Myth of

the Peaceful, Noble Savage (written with the
writer Katherine E. Register), Steven A. LeBlanc,
an archaeologist at Harvard University, confi-
dently asserts that wherever good archacological
evidence exists, there 15 “almost always™ evidence
of warfare, that “everyose had warfare in all time
periods.” LeBlanc has a theory for his sweeping

conclusion. Contrary to a commonly held view,

Five fayers of human skeletons, some decapitsted and some
showing signs of struggle that suggest the victims were
thrown in alive, fill the bottom of a water well excavated at
the site of Chien-kaw, near Handan, about 250 miles
southwest of Bejjing. The site, belonging to China’s Longshan
culture and dating from about 4,400 years ago, pmvjde-s
strong evidence of warfare between communities,

comes from collections of skeletons, which can sdll
bear witness to the violence of war: the embedded
points of spears, arrows, or other weapons [see pho-
tagraph on appusite page], depression fractures or scalp
marks on skulls, “parry fractures” of forearms, and
solitary skulls or bodies missing skulls (strongly sug-
gesting that war trophies were taken). Mass burials
or the absence of burial, as well as disproportion-
ately few battle-age men in cemeteries,
are also signs of war, Of course, such
finds, particularly if the evidence is a
single skeleton, could represent a mur-
der, an execution, or an accident—
hence a “false positive” as a piece of
evidence about early tribal warfare.
But nothing like wibal warfare could
be going on without leaving some
signs in a good collection of skeletons.
If the collection comprises multiple

An execution appears to be the subject of this painting in Remigia cave, in
the eastern Spanish province of Castallén, Such depictions caution
archaeologists that when they find a single skeleton with an embeddad
arfow paint, it may not be a sign of warfare. The ariginal painted image,

examples of such evidence, 1t pretty
conclusively demonstrates war.
Settlement patterns—such things as

fram which this reproduction was made, may be 7,000 years old

he argues, pre-state peoples were never “true con-
servationists.” They degraded their resources, and
as their numbers grew, they suffered food scarcity
and were drawn into war. Basically, its Malthus
with ethnographic detail.

But what kind of archacological evidence could
show that war was waged? Lots. The best evidence
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defensive walls and defendable loca-

tions or nucleated populations wich
empty buffer zones—also provide significant evi-
dence of warfare. Violent destrucdon of a settle-
ment is a telling clue. Specialized war weapons may
be lacking—after all, war can be fought with such
ordinary tools as adzes or hunting spears. But im-
plements such as maces and daggers are usually for
killing people, and when found, they are fairly de-



finitive, Paintings or carvings on walls can provide
graphic evidence of combat. Many peoples did not
leave recoverable representations of human beings,
but if such depictions are preserved, they can make
a persuasive case. In short, when and where the ar-
chaeclogical recovery is good, with many serde-
ments and many skeletons, war can usually be de-
tected—not in every single case, certainly, but in a
good number of them. That is the basis for suppos-
ing that archaeology can contribute to some of our
most basic questions about war,

Iam midway through a global survey of such
early evidence. What does the record show?
Many hominid remains once thought to estab-
lish the most ancient evidence of homicide or
cannibalism were actually gnawed by predators
or just suffered postmortem breakage [see “The
Seavenging of ‘Peking Man,”" by Noel T. Boaz and
Russell L. Ciochon, March 2007]. Some cases of
ancient canmbalism have been confirmed, but
there is nothing to tell us that the remains in
question were casualties of war.

The earhiest persuasive evidence of warfare
uncovered so far comes from a graveyard along
the Nile River in Sudan. Brought to light dur-
ing an cxpedition in the mid-1960s led by
Fred Wendorf, an archacologist at Southern
Methodist University in Dallas, Texas, this
graveyard, known as Site 117, has been
roughly estimated at between 12,000 and
14,000 years old. It contained fifty-nine well-
preserved skeletons, twenty-four of which
were found in close asociadon with pieces of
stone that were interpreted as parts of projec-
tiles. MNotably, the people of Site 117 were liv-
ing in a time of ecological crisis. Increased
rainfall had made the Nile waters run wild, and
the river dug 1ts way deeply into a gorge. The
adjacent flood plain was left high and dry, de-
priving the inhabitants of the catfish and other
marshland staples of their diet. Apart from Site
117, only about a dozen Home sapiens skeletons
10,000 years old or older, out of hundreds of

less background. Extensive remains have been found
of the MNatufian hunter-gatherers, who lived be-
tween about 12,800 and 10,500 uears ago in what
are now [stael, the West Bank, Jordan, Lebanon,
and Syria. Careful analysis of 370 skeletons has
turned up only two that show any signs of trauma,
and nothing to suggest military action. The first
walls of Jericho (dating from between 10,500 and
9,300 vears ago) were once taken as conclusive evi-
dence of war, but they are now understood to have
been built for flood control, not defense.

similar antiquity examined to date, show clear  piercad by 2 bane arrowhead, the skull of a thirty-five-year-old man

indications of interpersonal violence.

was discovered in eastern Denmark. Ancther arrowhead plerced the

In northern Australia, rock art depicts what  man's breastbone. Was this death, 5,000 years ago, that of a warrior,
appear to be duels berween two or a few indi- @ criminal, or perhaps sacrificial victim? Although the wiclent death

viduals as early as 10,000 years ago. Large
group confrontations—war—appear by 6,000
years ago. Climate change was a factor here too, as
rising sea levels gradually submerged a vast plain
that once connected Australia and New Guinea.
The ancient Middle East provides some of the
best evidence for the emergence of war from a war-

is apparent, its interpretation is uncertain.

here 15 a certain ironic logic, given recent
events, that the regular practice of warfare that
has continued without interruption down to the
present began about 10,000 years ago in what is
now r:orthern Irag. Evidence from three early farm-
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ing sites, the eadiest from Qermez Dere, includes
maces, arrowheads found associated with skeletons,
defendable locations, and wvillage defensive wallks.
That’s war—the true “mother of all bales.”

Signs of war appear beginning 8,000 years ago
along mountain routes through southern Turkey.
Along the southern Anatolian coast, a specialized
fort—not just a walled village—has been un-
carthed at icel; the fort was built around 6,300
years ago, then destroyed and later resettled by a
different culture. The early record along the Mile
in what is now Egypt was wiped out by the river’s
erosion, but when the record picks up again,

N
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were dug around villages, some accompanied by
palisades. Elsewhere in China, except for a single
skeleton with a point embedded in its thigh, there
are no hints of war untl at least 4,600 years ago.
Then, rammed earthen walls and other signs of
war occur throughout the core areas of historical
China. One village well contained layers of scalped
and decapirated skeletons.

In Japan, intensive agriculture came in with nu-
grants from the mainland about 2,300 years ago. Ar-
chaeclogists have excavated some 5,000 skeletons
that predate the intrusion, and of those only ten
show signs of violent death. In contrast, out of

P about 1,000 postmigration exca-
vated skeletons, more than a hun-
dred show such signs.

E vidence from Europe offers
a clear window into pre-
agricultural practices. There is no
firm evidence of war for thou-
sands of years during Paleolithic
times—though some scholars see
suggestive indications in a few
places. After 10,500 years ago,
however, as the population of
foragers became larger and more
settled, several sites show individ-
val violence, and others show the
more collective casvalties that
signal war. 5till, the evidence of
violence is present at only a small
minority of all excavated sites,
Beginning around 6,500 years

ago, however, fortifications, em-
bedded points, and even clear
signs of village slaughters become
common. By the Bronze Age,

Twa Bronze Age figures raise their axes on a rock cutcropping in Sweden known as
the Fossum panel. Whather the scene, carved about 900 8.C., represents a battle, a
ritual, or a dance, by this time war had become a cultural preoccupation all across
Europe. The paint that highlights the carving is a recent addition.

3z

about 6,300 years ago, maces similar to those
found in Mesopotamia are present. Far upriver,
near Khartoum, what may have been maces show
up 2,000 years cadlier, even before agriculture
began in that area.

[n Central Asia, east of the Caspian Sea, the re-
mains of setded hunter-gatherers and early facmers
show no signs of war, but war was clearly going
strong by 3,000 years ago. In the high country of
what is now Pakistan, farmers began to put up walls
at least 6,000 years ago.

The archaeological record in China shows that
though millet was under cultivation at least 8,000
years ago, no signs of war appeared for more than a
thousand vears after that. Starting 7,000 years ago,
in one MNeolithic cultural tradition, deep ditches
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2,000 years later, war and
weaponry had become a veritable cule.

Morth America presents a highly complex and
regionally divergent picture. Kennewick Man, a
skeleton unearthed in Washington state and consid-
ered berween 7,500 and 9,200 years old, contains an
embedded stone point. But because the skeleton is
an isolated find, the injury is difficult to interpret.
On the coast of the Pacific Northwest, skeletal
trauma and other signs of conflict begin to appear
about 4,200 years ago in the northern regions, but
show up farther south only many centuries later.
Many of the excavated skeletons from the ancient
eastern woodlands show signs of violence. In a few
cases multiple individuals were involved, mcluding
one site in Florida dating from more than 7,000
yeass ago. Still, such cases remained extremely un-




ustal undl 5,000 years
ago. In the southern Great
Plains, out of 173 skels-
tons reparted from before
A 500, only one indi-
cates homicide, a woman
killed by two blows to the
head. The first clear evi-
dence of warfare in the
Southwest dates from less
than 2,000 years ago, and
it is quite dramatic. At
least two-thinds and per-
haps all of the ninety-odd
individuals interred n a
cave i southern Utah

were killed,

—<$L
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Archers clash in a cave painting fram Morella Ia Vella in
R ly speaking, that
ruighly s eastern Spain. The composition, perhaps 7,000 years old,
seems to depict a flanking maneuver by the figure on top.
This image is a tracing of a photograph.

is where nry survey 1&:1‘-'&1
off. Bur my preliminary
work leads me to expect
no major surprises from Africa, Mesoamerica,
Oceania, or South America. In sum, if warfare
were prevalent in early prehistoric dmes, the abun-
dant marerials in the archacological record would
be rich with the evidence of warfare. But the signs
are not there; here it 1s not the case that “the
absence of evidence 1s not evidence of absence.”

So how did peaceful tribal peoples of the distant
past turn into the war-prone societies observed
in recent centuries? Speafic causes are elusive, but 1
see five preconditdons that, in varying combinations,
contributed to the onset of warfare in prehistoric
times. One was a shift from a nomadic existence to
a sedentary one, commonly though not necessarily

A

was often associated with
a severe climatic change
that broke down the sub-
sistenice base,

Raymond C. Kelly, an

\ anthropolgist at the Uni-

versity of Michigan in Ann
Arbor, in his book Wiarless
Societies and the Origin of
War, has detected what
may be another important
pattern in the origins of
war. In examining the
ethnographic literature to
compare hunter-gatherers
who make war with those
who do not, he finds a
pattern: Among the fow
known cases of warless so-
cieties of hunter-gatherers,
social organizations do not
extend beyond family and a loose, flexible network
of kin. In contrast, hunter-gatherer societies that
make war have larger and more defined groupings
such as clans. The cxistence of bounded groups
makes for a sense of collective injury and desire for
collective retaliation.

Ower the millennia, tribal warfare becarme more
the rule than the exception. As the preconditions
for warfare (permanent settlements, population
growth, greater social hierarchy, increased trade,
and climatic crises) became more common, more
tribal peoplestin more areas adopted the practice.
That development in iself spread warmaking to
other groups. Once ancient states arose, they em-
ployed “barbarians™ on their peripheries to expand

e

Maces skeiefarm w:t}t arfﬂwheads ﬂﬂd v:ﬂage dqﬂmswe walls
have been d:smvered in Imq, all signs of the frie mu:her af all

batﬂes " 10, ﬂ-ﬂﬂ yeaﬁ ﬁga

tied to agriculture. With a vested interest in their
lands, food stores, or especially rich fishing sites,
people no longer could walk away from trouble,
Another precondition was a growing regional
population and probably, in consequence, more
competition for resources. Third was the develop-
ment of social hierarchy, an elite, pethaps with its
own interests and rivalries. Fourth was an increas-
ing long-distance trade, particularly in prestige
goods: something else worth fighting over. Finally,
the first appearance or later intensification of war

their empires and secure their extensive trade net-
works. Finally, the European expansion after 1492
set mative against native to capture territory and
slaves and to fight imperial rivalnes. Refugee
groups were forced into others’ lands, manufac-
tured goods were introduced and fought over (as
with the Yanomarmi), and the spread of European
weapons made fighting ever more lethal.

When I began studying war in the mid-1970s, [
was trained in an approach called cultural ecology,
which argued along the lines that Steven LeBlanc
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does today. Population pressure on food re-
sources—Iland, game, herd animals—was seen as
the usual cause of indigenous warfare. In some cases
the theory did work., Among the peoples of the Pa-
cific Northwest Coast prior to the depopulaton of
the nineteenth century, groups fought to gain ac-
cess to prime resource locatons, such as estuaries
with good salmon streams. But in far more cases
around the world, such as that of the Yanomami,
watfare could not be linked to food competton.

Tod:{}: under the rubrnic “environmental secu-
rity,” many nonanthropologists who work on
issues of international security embrace that eco-
logical view. Recent outbreaks of wviolence, they
argue, may be rooted in scarcities of subsistence
goods, fueled by growing populations and de-
graded resources (such as too little and eroded
cropland). But when you examine the cases for
which that interpretation seems superficially plau-
sible—the conflicts of the past several years in Chi-
apas, Mexico, for instance, or in Fowanda—they
fail to confirm the “ecological” theory.

the civil wars in the Balkans. Case studies of mod-
ern-day conflicts show that a broad range of factors
may be interacting, including subsistence needs
and local ecological relations, but also political
struggles over the government, trends in globaliza-
tion, and culturally specific beliefs and symbols.
Moreover, when hard times come, they are experi-
enced differently by different kinds of people.
Who you are usually determines how you're doing
and where your interests lie: identry and interest
are fused. Once a conflict gets boiling and the
killing starts, all middle grounds get swept away,
and a person’s fate can depend on such simple la-
bels as ethnic, religious, or tribal identity. The
slaughter of Tutsis in the Rwandan genocide of
1994 is only one of the latest examples of that hor-
rific effect. But such differences are not the cause
of the conflict.

v view is that in most cases—not every sin-

gle one—the decision to wage war involves
the pursuit of practcal self-interest by those who
actually make the decision. The struggle can be
joined over basic sobsistence re-
sources, but it can just as easily erupt
over goods available only to elites.
The decision involves weighing che
costs of war against other potential
hazards to life and well-being. And
most definitely, it depends on one’s
position in the internal political hi-
erarchy: from New Guinean “big
men” to kings and presidents, lead-
ers often favor war because war
favors leaders.

Of course, those who push toward
war do not make their case in terms
of their own selfish interests. Around
Amazonian campfires and within
modern councils of state, their argu-

ments invoke collective dangers and
benefis. But even mare, those advo-

A chariot with warriors is among the trappings of warfare included an
the so-called Standard of Ur, 3 Sumerian object dating from about 2500 8.C.
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By that time, war was a normal practice between rival city-states.

We anthropelogists are just beginning to bring
our experience to bear in the environmental
security debate. What we find is that if a peasant
population is suffering for lack of basic resources,
the main cause of that scarcity is an unequal dis-
tribution of resources within the society, a matter
of politics and economics, rather than the twin
bughears of too many people and not enough to
go around.

Anthropology can offer an alternative view on
such terrible disasters as the Eowandan genocide or
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cating war always define it in terms of

the highest applicable values, whether
that involves the need to retaliate against witchcraft,
defend the one true religion, or promote democ-
racy. That is the way to sway the undecided and
build emotional commitment. And always, it is the
other side that somehow brought war on.

Such drumbeaning is not only, or even primarily,
cynical manipulation. Perhaps owing to a basic
human need for self-jusnfication, those who start
wars usually seem to believe in the righteousness of
their chosen course. It is that capability that makes
human beings such a dangerous species.




The White House ruins in Canyen de Chelly National Monument, Arizona: Archaealogical
investigation shows that this particular cliff dwelling—although seemingly designed for defensive
purposes—was a ceremonially significant complex built between a0, 1050 and 1150, 2 century
before deteriorating climatic conditions in the Southwest led to intense warfare,
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