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Warfare and Society: Archaeological and Social

Anthropological Perspectives

TON OTTO,

HENRIK THRANE

AND HELLE VANDKILDE

...you can’t understand what the war has done to us. At first sight everything may look
normal, but it’s not. Nothing is normal. The war has changed everything.

The present book deals with the interrelationship between society and war seen
through the analytical eyes of anthropologists and archaeologists. The opening
quote — spoken by an informant to Torsten Kolind and published in his thesis
about discursive practices in Bosnia just after the war in 1992-95 — captures the
problems we face when we study war. Archaeologists and anthropologists alike
rarely possess war experiences of their own: we study past and present wars, but
remain total outsiders who depend on numerous and complex discursive layers
— material, written, and spoken - to bring us insight on this subject, so demand-
ing and so necessary to deal with. War is a ghastly thing, which unfortunately
is thriving almost everywhere in the world at present: we need to understand
better what war does to people and their societies. We are trained analysts, but
to insiders war is mostly chaos and death and hence in a sense beyond analysis.
It is a challenge in our studies to both ignore and include the compassion and
feeling this subject is also about. Nevertheless, under the chaotic conditions of
war and its aftermath people are fully aware of the changes happening to their
world even if they cannot describe them sociologically. Doubtless, war always
affects society and its agents. War does produce change, and archaeologists and
anthropologists are analytically equipped to pinpoint its direction, patterning,
scale and content. The perspective — and filter — of time provides one important
tool, context and comparison other tools. Looking at the history of war studies,
war is quite often perceived of and treated as something set aside from other
practices; almost personified. However, the results published in this book allow
us to say that it is never autonomous and self-regulating. War always forms part
of something else. Numerous questions arise and at least some answers, often
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tentative and multifaceted, are provided in the collection of studies published
below. They certainly add to an ongoing debate, hopefully qualifying it as well.

The book is the end product of the research project ‘Archaeological and Social
Anthropological Perspectives on War and Society’ at the Institute of Anthro-
pology, Archaeology and Linguistics at Aarhus University, Moesgdrd. This project
formed part of the Danish Research Council for the Humanities’ special initia-
tive on the subject of ‘Civilisation and War’. It began the 1st of January 1999
and was officially concluded by the end of 2002, but continued on a lesser scale
throughout 2003 and 2004. This book reports on the results, and in so doing
incorporates a series of edited articles originating from seminars and work meet-
ings that took place within the framework of the project. Most of all, the book
presents the research conducted by members of the research team from about
1999 to 2004. The publication deals with a series of related research fields,
notably war in the context of theory, philosophy, and research history, but also
takes up the discussion of the position and role of war in non-state and state
societies. In addition, the relationship to rituals, social identification and mate-
rial and non-material forms of discourse are among the themes discussed,
notably on a cooperative basis across institutions and across the two major dis-
ciplines of archaeology and anthropology. The curriculum and outcome of the
War & Society project are summarised below.

The research team

The research team on the project consisted of an average of five or six members.
The project was headed by Professor Ton Otto, Professor Henrik Thrane and
Associate Professor Helle Vandkilde, who all contributed with co-financed
research, the last-mentioned as coordinator of the project and the day-to-day
work. Ton Otto held the primary administrative responsibility for the project.
These three researchers have contributed to the project in particular through the
working meetings. The project group also comprised two doctoral students,
Andreas Harde and Torsten Kolind, who began their work on the project on 1
August 1999 and 1 November 1999, respectively. The latter recently defended
his doctoral dissertation at the University of Aarhus (Kolind 2004). At the begin-
ning of the project, anthropologist Dr. Kristoffer Brix Bertelsen made his mark
on the project but left it in favour of a position with the Research Council for
the Humanities. Anthropologist Dr. Claus Bossen was employed as a research
tellow on the project until 31 January 2001, but fortunately continued his
involvement and participation through working meetings and seminars.

In addition, visiting researchers contributed to the project: curator Nick
Araho, Dr. Erik Brandt, Professor Polly Wiessner and Professor Jiirg Helbling,
who have all served as external supervisors for the doctoral students and as
resource persons in various fields (cp. chapters 6, 9, and 11). Furthermore, the
project has drawn on a number of researchers associated with the project as
external resource persons. In particular, Dr. David Warburton (cp. chapter 4)
should be mentioned by name for having contributed with his theoretical
expertise and knowledge of the Middle East, and Jiirg Helbling for his thorough-
going assistance with the editorial work as peer-reviewer.
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Seminars and workshops

The project invested considerable energy into organising seminars and working
meetings where war and warriors were discussed thematically and from various
angles. Invited guests and the project members presented their thoughts and
research results at international seminars that resulted in many fruitful and in-
depth discussions as well as substantial contributions. More informal working
meetings for the project members were held on a regular basis and created a
fruitful basis for developing concepts and interpretations. In this way the proj-
ect created a common platform for the individual projects under the general
umbrella of War and Society. Personal opinions and points of view were typi-
cally greatly influenced by the debates that took place at the seminars and work-
ing meetings, which also rubbed off on the content of the written production,
especially the present book. It is characterised positively by a combination of
archaeology and social anthropology. Even though it was not always simple to
direct archaeology and anthropology towards each other, it certainly proved to
be worth the effort. A close collaboration between the two fields has in reality
not occurred in Denmark in recent times, but the War and Society project has
allowed for mutual enrichment, which may be considered one of the important
outcomes of the project. This will hardly be the last project where both fields
are involved on equal footing. Beyond the productive collaboration between
anthropology and archaeology, the project has also received considerable input
from history, politology and philosophy.

The English-language seminars have included the following activities:

1. ‘Civilisation and war’ (focus on source materials and theory), 18.6.1999.

2. ‘Warfare and Social Structure’ (warfare, violence and social structure; warfare
and warriors in prehistory). 28.-29.4. 2000.

. ‘Warfare and State Formation’. 5.10. 2000.

. ‘“Warrior Identities and Warrior Ideals in Past and Present Societies’. 26.01. 2001.

. ‘“Warfare and Sacrificial Rituals’. 10.5. 2001.

. ‘Identity and Discourse in Post-War Communities’. 9.11. 2001.

. “The junction between archaeology and anthropology’ was the main heading for
four activities that took place in connection with a visit by Professor Polly
Wiessner and Professor Chris Gosden, 30.4.-6.5. 2002 at Moesgérd.

A. ‘Material Culture, the Individual and the Collective’. 30.4. Seminar.

B. ‘Anthropology & Archaeology: A Changing Relationship’. 2.5. Lecture.

C. ‘Warfare in the South Pacific: Strategies, Histories, and Politics’. 3.5.
Seminar.

D. ‘Changes in Economy, Social Networks, Material Culture and Identity among
the Bushmen in the 20th Century’. 6.5. Lecture.

N O ok W

Visiting scholars

Quite a few foreign researchers have contributed to the project. Below is a list of
these researchers, five of whom - Erik Brandt, Ivana Macek, Polly Wiessner, Jiirg
Helbling and Nick Araho — were part of the project for a period of time, ranging
from one week to one month. Several of these researchers do both archaeologi-
cal and anthropological work and have therefore been able to give a high degree
of positive input to the project (cp. chapters in this volume).
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Jan Abbink, Professor, African Studies Centre, University of Leiden and
Department of Anthropology, Free University of Amsterdam.

Miranda Aldhouse-Green, Professor, Department of Archaeology, University
of Wales, Newport.

Nick Araho, Curator, the National Museum of Papua New Guinea, Port
Moresby.

Martijn van Beek, Associate Professor, Department of Ethnography and Social
Anthropology, Moesgard, University of Aarhus.

Pia Bennike, Senior Researcher, Laboratory of Biological Anthropology,
University of Copenhagen.

Erik Brandt, Ph.D, Department of Anthropology, University of Nijmegen.
Henri Claessen, Professor, Department of Anthropology, University of
Leiden.

Raymond Corbey, Associate Professor, Department of Anthropology,
Universities of Leiden and Tilburg.

Chris Gosden, Professor, Pitt Rivers Museum Oxford, Department of
Anthropology, Oxford University.

Anthony Harding, Professor, Department of Archaeology, University of
Durham.

Jiirg Helbling, Professor, Department of Anthropology, University of Ziirich.
Christian K. Hgjbjerg, Senior Researcher, Danish Institute of Advanced
Studies in the Humanities, Copenhagen.

Stef Jansen, Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, University of
Hull.

Kristian Kristiansen, Professor, Department of Archaeology, University of
Goteborg.

Staffan Léfving, Assistant Professor, Department of Cultural Anthropology
and Ethnology, University of Uppsala.

Ivana Macek, Assistant Professor, Peace and conflict research group,
University of Uppsala.

Ron May, Senior Research Fellow, Research School of Pacific and Asian
Studies, Australian National University, Canberra.

Lena Holmgquist Olausson, Assistant Professor, Department of Archaeological
Science, University of Stockholm.

Michael Olausson, Curator, Swedish National Heritage Board (RAA),
Stockholm.

Richard Osgood, Archaeologist, South Gloucestershire Council.

Sanimir Resic, Associate Professor, Department of History, University of Lund.
Henrik Rgnsbo, Associate Professor, Rehabilitation and Research Centre for
Torture Victims, Copenhagen.

Heiko Steuer, Professor, Institut fiir Ur- und Frithgeschichte & Archéologie
des Mittelalters, University of Freiburg.

Marie Louise Stig Sgrensen, Associate Professor, Department of Archaeology,
University of Cambridge.

Nick Thorpe, Associate Professor, Department of Archaeology, King Alfred’s
College, Winchester.

David Warburton, Research Assistant, Department of the Study of Religion,
University of Aarhus.

Polly Wiessner, Professor, Department of Anthropology, University of Salt
Lake City, Utah.
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The individual projects

The War and Society project served as an umbrella for six individual projects that
included the disciplines of archaeology and anthropology and in some cases both.

Claus Bossen’s studies concerned the connection between early state formation
and war in Hawaii and Fiji (chapter 17) and recent theories of war within social
anthropology (chapter 7). On the one hand, according to his studies it appears
probable that war plays a role in state formation but, on the other hand, that
war and military organisation cannot stand alone. Military power should be
combined with ideological, economic and political power in order for a state to
form. Subsequently, the question arises of how people come to accept a ruler’s
sovereignty and power?

Andreas Hdrde studied war in the Early Bronze Age cultures of Nitra, Unétice-
and Vétefov-Mad'arovce in Eastern Europe, in particular in Moravia and Slovakia
(chapter 24). The main issue of concern to him was how to identify acts of vio-
lence within a prehistoric material by regarding war as a social phenomenon
rather than as military history. It was also important to consider warfare as a
phenomenon divided into several phases, of which the preliminaries to war and
its effects are just as important to study as the act of war itself. War, just like
other means of power, requires a social decision-making which for one thing
is expressed in social rituals. The employment of violence can thus create or
strengthen a socio-political identity. The work on war in the early Bronze Age
consists of two studies, the first of which concerns the relationship between
warriors and social change, and the other violence - in the form of human sac-
rifices — as a means of power.

In sum, Andreas Harde’s studies show that warfare within the Early Bronze
Age was closely connected to economic and political power. Evidence of war is
most obvious in the periods when socio-political changes occur. The frequency
of skeletal trauma, grave plundering and warrior cenotaphs increases along with
changes within burial customs among the social elite and with the introduction
of new prestige goods and objects of metal. In addition, violence in the form of
human sacrifice was used as a means to gain power over life and death.

Torsten Kolind's work in the Warfare and Society project resulted in his recently
completed doctoral dissertation about ‘Post-war identifications. Counter-discur-
sive practices in a Bosnian town’, based on six months of field work among a
Muslim population in ethnically mixed Stolac (a town in southwest Bosnia).
Kolind examined the connections between war-related violence and identifica-
tion analysing the informants’ experiences of a world in ruins, destroyed by war,
and the politically over-heated post-war situation. Focus was on the most central
identifications of ‘the others’ that the Muslims in Stolac employ, the general
conclusion being that these can be regarded as part of a counterdiscourse char-
acterised precisely by the rejection of the nationalistic and ethnic categorisa-
tions and explanations existing in the public and political sphere (chapter 29).
The conclusion here is that the nationalistic as well as religious identifications
that were key to the war have lost their relevance. Instead, people identify them-
selves in respect to a local patriotism, an ideal of tolerance, the discursive con-
struction of the Balkans as part of Europe, and the role of the victim. Apart from
the role of the victim, these identifications can also be seen as part of the
Muslims’ everyday counterdiscourse.

Ton Otto was especially involved in the theoretical discussions, in particular
in developing a conceptual framework for comparatively analysing war as a power
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factor and as a cultural phenomenon. He was Torsten Kolind’s main supervisor.
In addition, Ton Otto presented and worked on empirical material from Manus
(Papua New Guinea), especially historical data concerning war in a society with-
out central authorities (chapter 12). It is normally assumed that exchange unites
while war divides, but this is too simple. War creates not only groups of allies
and enemies, but it also leads to networks of connections, inasmuch as there
exists a responsibility to either retaliate (otherwise lose prestige and status) or
mediate between fighting parties (achieve prestige). In pre-colonial Manus, war
was a factor that maintained relatively small political units (through fission) but
that at the same time created connections between the units and therefore inte-
grated the region into a larger system of exchange relations. War was a strategic,
but risky possibility for local entrepreneurs to increase their status. The colonial
power’s policy of pacification put a stop to this option. Therefore, the focus for
status politics shifted entirely from waging war to organising great exchange cer-
emonies.

Henrik Thrane’s research focused on territorial organisation and armament in
the Scandinavian Bronze Age, above all in the study of sword production and
sword function on the basis of quantitative methods (chapter 32). It has been
quite a few years since active research has been carried out on this subject; in
part the material has become more accessible, in part the theoretical apparatus
and viewpoints concerning context and social roles have changed decisively in
recent years. Henrik Thrane’s principal interest was to relate the sources to the
theories and understandings of war and warrior roles on which the project has
worked, considering it essential to reveal how the sources support or contradict
these. He was Andreas Héarde’s main supervisor.

Helle Vandkilde examined warrior identities in the European societies of the
later Stone Age and Bronze Age. Organised warrior bands often seem to have
played a decisive role. It is probable that these warrior groups were recruited
according to hierarchical principles, not unlike, for example, the system that
can be deduced from Homer’s Iliad and that is also evident in a large number of
ethnographically studied cases (chapters 26 and 34). Vandkilde’s analysis of the
history of research (chapter 5) furthermore points out that war and violence do
not really enter the archaeological interpretations until c. 1995. Two opposing
myths have generally characterised archaeology — one of them regarding pre-
history as populated with potentially violent warriors that repeatedly changed
society, the other presenting prehistory as populated with peaceful peasants in
harmonious and static societies. It is finally suggested that both the ideal and
real sides of war and warriors in prehistory should be studied, and also that
interpretative stereotypes can be avoided through the use of theories that view
humans as participating both routinely and strategically in societal frameworks.
Consequently, another dimension of her work has concentrated on writing war
and warriors into sociological theories of material culture, social practice, power,
and social identity such as notably gender.

Project outcome - an outline

The subprojects typically covered more than one subject area. Below is an out-
line of some of the general considerations and results.

Within social anthropology war has long been an object of study. In archae-
ology, however, war did not become an established area of study until the past
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decade, and it must be assumed that the many ethnic wars and genocides of the
1990s as well as the massive media coverage have played a decisive role. The
horror and awful chaos of war are now analysed in social anthropological
studies, but shall henceforth also be incorporated in archaeological studies,
which still do not portray prehistoric war realistically enough. This is especially
due to the fact that the discourse is still influenced by some myths of heroic war-
rior elites.

War should be understood as a collective and violent social practice which is
always based on a cultural logic and therefore cannot merely be explained with
reference to biology, genetics or evolution. Warriorhood is a social identity
closely connected to military actions, but also motivated by stereotypic myths
of men and war. Helle Vandkilde’s studies focus in particular on this aspect.
Warrior organisations are clubs with a military objective that generally have male
members. A certain degree of support is found for the hypothesis that warrior
organisations themselves carry a potential for social change, but apparently it
can only be activated during crises and considerable external pressure. The war-
rior institutions can be separated into three categories on the basis of whether
the access is regulated through the criteria of age, status/prestige or social rank.
The first category is found, for instance, among nomadic tribes in Eastern Africa,
the other among prairie Indians and the Central European Corded Ware
Culture. All three categories integrate elements of ‘Gefolgschaft’ in the sense of
a long-term reciprocal relationship between a leader and his group of warrior-
followers, who are bound by economic interests and moral rules. Gender is a rel-
evant aspect to study. War is waged as a rule (but not always) by men. Often
women take on the responsibility for the families’ and the society’s honour and
contribute by rousing to war and by assisting before, during and after the acts
of war. The border line between soldier and warrior is rather fluid, but the role
of the warrior is decidedly more marked by an individualistic mode of thought
and organisation.

Material culture and personal appearance organise and maintain all kinds of
identities, among these warrior identities as they exist in many prehistoric, his-
torical and ethnographic contexts. Weapons and special dress and body atti-
tudes are strategically used to form and manipulate the image of the warrior as
identity and ideal within the warrior group, between warrior groups, and in
respect to the outside world, but at the same time have an effect on the indi-
vidual warrior by influencing his self-understanding and personal appearance.
Furthermore, advances in weapon technology can escalate conflicts and in some
cases (e.g. horses and swords) actually precipitate social change.

Ritual war is a rather unclear concept that has been misused to postulate
peaceful conditions in societies without centralised political power. It must be
pointed out that ‘ritual war’ will always merely be one facet of a military reality,
with all its implications of human suffering and death. On the other hand, war
is almost always related to different kinds of rituals carried out before, during
and after acts of violence. Sacrifices of weapons and people in prehistory can be
regarded as part of a series of actions that includes war. In addition to this, there
are certain religious aspects by which appeals are made to ‘higher powers’ for a
positive intervention. Through his Bronze Age case study (chapter 24), Andreas
Harde shows that violence in the shape of human sacrifices was used by the
political elite as a means to consolidate their control over life and death and to
frighten outer and inner enemies. The mass graves that mar the past and the
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present should on the one hand be associated with military acts, but they also
have distinct functions in the way of debasing and deterring defeated enemies
as well as demonstrating power.

Power is a key concept in the understanding of war and warriors. Power —i.e.,
dominance - can be achieved either through persuasion or force; in the case of
the latter, through war and violence or threats of violence. War can certainly be
part of groups’ and individuals’ strategic effort to achieve overall dominance.
On the other hand, there are a number of examples where war is carried out by
warrior groups operating autonomously and in isolation in respect to the more
primary authorities of society and here it is not directly related to dominance.
In certain decentralised societies war is not directly accessible as a source of
dominance, but these societies are nevertheless often extremely marked by war
that seems to have the effect of maintaining rather than changing the society.

War is a key ingredient in social change and for this reason alone it is rele-
vant to study. There is no one-sided relationship between input and output, and
perhaps more than any other kind of strategic act war tends to create unintended
effects. Since war is a violent form of social practice, it can be said to always con-
tribute in some measure to social change even if its aim is maintaining the polit-
ical status quo. War is thus in a very general sense a processual force. States have,
for instance, always attempted to maintain themselves through war. Also other
kinds of centralised societies have used war and the military as a source of power,
for instance, to strengthen an existing base of power. This was true, for example,
in the complex Bronze Age societies in Southern Scandinavia and the so-called
chiefdoms on Fiji, Hawaii, and in the Grand Chaco. War is therefore often used
for reproductive purposes, but can war also change society more radically?

This question has in particular been discussed in connection with theories of
state formation. Claus Bossen (chapters 7 and 17) evaluates the relationship
between war and state formation, and concludes that there is a connection, but
that many other factors come into play. The same question is, however, relevant
to discuss in cases where the social structure in ‘egalitarian’ societies quite sud-
denly moves in the direction of institutionalised hierarchy, such as in north and
central Europe with the emergence of the Battle-axe or Corded Ware cultures
(2800-2500 BC) or in certain hot spots in the Early Bronze Age of Central Europe
and the Balkans (2000-1500 BC). War was also, for example, a strategic but risky
opportunity for local entrepreneurs on New Guinea to develop their status, but
egalitarian institutions pulled hard in the opposite direction. In this area, our
studies have not been able to indicate clear regularities or patterns in either the
archaeological or the social anthropological material, but it should be empha-
sised that the topic deserves further illumination. Warfare is part of most state
formations and of the formation of the above-mentioned hierarchies, but other
factors enter into a complex interaction with war. Furthermore, there are a num-
ber of cases, historically and in recent times, in which war has wiped out soci-
eties rather than contributed to creating something new. A regularity that can
be pointed out, however, is that war tends to create more war.

This particular logic of war has been scrutinised by Jiirg Helbling among tribal
societies (chapter 9). Contemporary tribal wars always take place in the context
of expanding or deteriorating states and in the wider context of the world econ-
omy influencing the course and intensity of war, but it is nevertheless impera-
tive to search for the internal logic of these indigenous wars. Two structural con-
ditions may explain the high level of war in these societies. First, the local
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groups operate autonomously in a political system that can best be described as
anarchic. Second, these local groups are relatively immobile being dependent
on locally concentrated resources. People do not wage war because they are fond
of it. Despite high economic and personal costs and despite the fact that peaceful
cooperation will yield the highest gain for all groups, each group is compelled
to adopt a bellicose strategy. Game theoretical considerations may explain this
apparent paradox: engagement in peaceful strategies is simply too risky because
a one-sided bellicose strategy will potentially bring the highest gains while a
one-sided peaceful strategy may lead to the highest losses. Only when both par-
ties engage in peaceful strategies, both will gain, but none can be certain of this.
Therefore the military superiority of one group inevitably constitutes a threat to
the others, forcing them to attempt achieving superiority in turn. Helbling con-
cludes that the two structural conditions of tribal societies create an environment
in which war is prevalent. The societies adapt to this social environment and this
explains a number of their characteristics which often — but according to Helbling
mistakenly — are considered as causes of tribal warfare, such as the centrality of
warrior values, political status competition and conflicts over scarce resources.

War is always waged against ‘the others’, and in this sense it may be said that
war often originates from narrowly defined groups, but on the other hand war
often appears to strengthen these groups as well as create new groupings. The
connection between war and identity is thus quite complex as demonstrated by
Torsten Kolind concerning the Bosnian material (chapter 29). His conclusion is
that everyday identifications can be regarded as part of a counterdiscourse —
against the nationalistic and religious categorisations that on the public and
political level were the reasons and aims for the war in Yugoslavia. The direction
and kind of the changes can seldom be pinpointed in advance due to the pres-
ence of crucial unpredictable elements, in part because identity is formed in var-
ious ways at several levels ranging from everyday life to overriding political
authorities.

New problems and questions

The Warfare and Society project can, qua the perspectives and results described
above, point out a number of new problem areas and questions that require pro-
found study through new research. In particular, three complexes of problems
should be mentioned:

More research is necessary in the limitations that seem to be in force in soci-
eties with egalitarian institutions — as on Papua New Guinea — , especially the
potential of war to create political inequalities and structural social change. It is
also necessary to further analyse the qualitative changes in war brought about
by the use of firearms or other new technology. In Papua New Guinea a desta-
bilisation of the existing exchange systems occurred and as a result an accept-
ance of the colonial power and its efforts at pacification; in fact, an external
state’s monopolisation of violence. In general, it must be considered relevant to
theorise warfare as a form of transaction unlike, yet in many ways also comple-
mentary to, other forms of exchange in societies without centralised power.

Violence and war articulate existing identities and create new identities often
in a determining way, but it is also important to analyse the discursive strategies
that people use to adapt these general identities to everyday life, which is
precisely where a need exists to create new exchange relations and connections.
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The relationship between the formation of social identities and material culture
needs further illumination. The understanding of war and the role of warriors
in prehistoric societies is still not profound enough, and henceforth the focus
should be directed more toward using the archaeological material and relevant
theoretical tools interactively; along the lines of Vandkilde’s proposal in this
volume (chapter 26). The creative and preserving role of material culture in
respect to a large number of violent and non-violent identities within and across
lines of gender, age, family, status, rank, occupation and ethnicity still requires
thorough investigation. Concrete investigations with theoretical superstructures
can clearly occur through interdisciplinary collaboration, especially between
social anthropology and archaeology. The warrior is for instance often particu-
larly visible in European prehistory, especially in the funerary domain, but the
question remains of the extent to which these presentations represent contem-
porary ideals and myths. Other questions that remain unanswered are when the
tirst warrior institutions appeared in Europe and what their social and economic
background was. The appearance of institutionalised warriorhood (probably in
certain hotspots around 5000 BC and again, more massively, around 2800 BC)
seems to coincide with three other phenomena, namely, a clear gender differ-
entiation in funerary etiquette, the formation of an elite, and a drastic expan-
sion in the use and production of copper objects. But for the present this must
remain a qualified hypothesis.

About this book

The structure of this book reflects the six areas upon which the project activities
and debate were focussed during the four years it ran: war as presented in phi-
losophy, social theory and the discourses of anthropology and archaeology;
war in non-state societies; war and the state; war, rituals and mass graves; war,
discourse and identity, and war and material culture. The publication gathers in
total thirty-four contributions from a selection of seminar participants, among
these the project participants. Included in these are the editors’ introductory
articles, which serve as critically annotating introductions to each of the six
subject areas.

Both archaeologists and anthropologists have contributed to the subject
areas, which occur quite mixed in this respect. It also appears that many of the
authors are inspired by their ‘neighbouring discipline’ and consequently incor-
porate other perspectives. Several articles are definitely situated in the intersec-
tion between archaeology and anthropology. Through its seminar activities and
this book, the War and Society project has demonstrated a potential for new
insight to be gained through combining theories, methods and results from dif-
ferent disciplines. The essence of archaeology is by nature far-sighted and mate-
rial, although when operating in historical periods it is able to add the evidence
of written discourse. Social anthropology is more contemporaneous and based
especially on spoken discourse. The data patterns of the disciplines should how-
ever be interpreted within a social context, and in this way it becomes possible
to compare and integrate results.

Considering the scope and quality of the contributions, the three editors also
consider the book an important contribution to the international discussions in
this field, which are increasing currently due to the escalating situation in the
Middle East and disturbing reports from other war-stricken areas in the world.
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Conceptions of Warfare

in Western Thought and Research:

An Introduction

TON OTTO

This section addresses the overall conceptual frameworks that have informed
Western thinking about warfare and explores how these frameworks have
impacted on anthropological and archaeological research into war and violence.
One of the central questions, of course, concerns the origin of war: has it always
existed, if not in reality then as a potential of human nature, or is it a product
of the development of human society? It is clear that in order to ask and answer
such a question we must first agree on what to regard as warfare. Even though
there is widespread agreement that warfare can and should be distinguished
from phenomena such as homicide and feuding, authors, also in this section,
disagree about the nature of the political units that can wage wars. David
Warburton argues that only states make wars and he thus places himself in a long
tradition of Western thought that sees statehood and warfare as intrinsically con-
nected. One should be aware, however, that this tradition of thought arises in a
period of Western history when states were the common form of organising
polities — and thus wars. The disciplines of archaeology and anthropology, also
products of Western history, extend the empirical horizon to societies without
centralising authorities and this makes it necessary to consider whether the
violent interactions in which these societies engage should also be called war.

In this introduction, Otterbein’s definition is used as a guideline: war is a
planned and organised armed dispute between political units (Otterbein 1985:
3). In this definition these units do not necessarily have the character of states
(cp. also Ferguson 1984: 5), thus extending the phenomenon of warfare to a
large range of societies. The idea that warfare has evolved in relation to the
transformation of human societies has strongly influenced anthropological and
archaeological research, but before I develop this central assumption further I
want to highlight another central idea that has impacted on Western thinking
(and acting) up to the present day: that of the morally justified war.
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The idea of morally justified war

Warburton (chapter 4) sketches two main lines of thought concerning war in
the Western history of ideas. One line is exemplified by the Greek historian
Thucydides (5th century BC) as well as by the German general Carl von
Clausewitz (1780-1831). In this line of thought war is the exercise of power to
impose one’s will — ‘politics by other means’ as Clausewitz (1989) formulated it.
Thucydides emphasised that we should not have an idealised concept of war-
fare. According to him the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what
they must. Ideas of morality play no role in this perspective: war is the applica-
tion of violence to achieve one’s goals. However, there is another line of thought
that has played a dominant role in Western history, namely that of war as a
morally justified activity. Thomas Aquinas clearly formulates a concept of the
‘just war’, which among other things is characterised by the right intention to
engage in war. Warburton follows this conceptual thread among other Western
thinkers, in particular Rousseau and Hegel. Obviously we cannot find the roots
of this concept in ancient Greece, which apart from Thucydides’ cynical view of
human nature also gave rise to the older Homeric worldview of war as a game
of honour and revenge. According to Warburton the roots of this idea have to
be found in the Near East. Ancient Egyptian and Assyrian warfare was connected
with the idea that their military and political expansion was sanctioned by their
gods, who gave victory in war.

The Hebrew bible incorporated this idea of divine justification, but here we
have a God who also used war to punish his own people. Being in fact the only
God, a concept of absolute and universal justice became connected with war-
tare. Through the Hebrew bible the idea of a just war became absorbed into
Western thought, and adapted to various forms of states: from medieval king-
doms, which had to relate to the overarching church organisation, to states
characterised by the Reformation, and later modern democratic states claiming
the right to call on their citizens to take up arms for just causes.

Warburton continues his sketch of the history of the idea of just wars by
observing an interesting contrast between Europe and the United States of
America. European states have become weary of their numerous conflicts which
showed that territorial expansion — however morally defended — was in practice
unsustainable over time because dominated peoples always fight back. By the
end of the 20th century most European states shared a determination to avoid
the use of war as a political instrument. For many Europeans warfare no longer
was morally justified, rather the opposite. The USA however continued its belief
in the justification of war. Its conceptions were structured to a high degree by
the context of the Cold War with the communist regimes, which was seen as an
ideological conflict. At the same time it was generally conceived that real war
was impossible because of the implicit risk of total destruction caused by modern
nuclear weapons. This war was no longer territorial but based on ideological
principles. America was not seen as defending (only) its own interests, but
rather as fighting for universal values such as individual rights, democracy and
economic growth.

While the Cold War petered out due to dramatic internal changes in former
communist societies, a new ideological war has taken centre stage: that between
fundamentalist Islamic terrorist groups on the one hand, and Western states on
the other, with the USA and its allies as the central targets and combatants. This
war has taken new forms, as one of the warring parties is not organised as a state.
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This is clearly causing problems for the Western states, which continue a strategy
of attacking ‘brigand’ states, supposedly harbouring or supporting the terrorists.
Perhaps even stronger than during the Cold War, this war is informed by ideas
of justified war from both sides. Religious rhetoric abounds and one cannot
avoid speculating whether a more pragmatic attitude in line with Clausewitz
and Thucydides would perhaps lead to different, less violent, strategies.

The origin and evolution of war

Apart from the morality of warfare, another central question has occupied the
minds of Western thinkers as well as archaeologists, anthropologists and prima-
tologists, namely concerning the origin and evolution of war. Is warfare a her-
itage from mankind’s biological origin or is it rather the opposite, a result of
human history?

Raymond Corbey (chapter 3) presents some of the key issues and key thinkers
to inform this debate, which hinges on the contrast between nature and culture.
A central figure is Hobbes, who bases his argument on the idea of an original,
natural state, where everyone could potentially be attacked by everyone else: a
‘warre’ of all against all. This original situation could only be transcended by a
social contract, investing the power of violence in the sovereign state. A newer
version of this transition from an original state of war to more peaceful interac-
tion is provided by the anthropologist Marcel Mauss. In his view, exchange is
the earliest and therefore most fundamental human solution for overcoming
warfare; relations of exchange replace and prevent violent interactions: in order
to trade one has to be able to lay aside the spear. This idea has engendered a
strong line of anthropological research and theorising, exemplified by key the-
oreticians like Claude Lévi-Strauss, Louis Dumont and Marshall Sahlins. They
present a view of a cultural solution to a fundamental biological tendency in
humankind: man’s original aggression is constrained by social institutions, in
particular exchange, exogamous marriage, and collective representations (ideas
and values about altruism and collaboration).

Even though highly appreciative of this approach, Corbey also identifies a
central problem, namely its assumption of the duality of human nature: emo-
tion versus reason, primordial war versus pacifying gift. He argues convincingly
that human nature is the result of the co-evolution of genetic make-up and
socio-cultural behaviour. Culture and nature have evolved in relationship to
each other and therefore human nature is also the product of culture. He fur-
ther argues that a comprehensive approach that analyses the integration of
nature and culture in human societies would be clearly in line with Mauss’
heuristic principle: to study social phenomena and people in their totality
(think of his famous concept of the ‘fait social total’).

I would like to point to another limitation of the Maussian line of thought,
namely that its focus on cultural ‘solutions’ does not offer an explanation for
the enormous variability of warlike phenomena that exist in human societies,
in particular concerning the frequency and intensity of war. The Maussian focus
on exchange implies a concern with more or less egalitarian, non-state societies,
but even there great variety exists. In addition, some anthropologists argue that
exchange is not always a solution to war: exchange may in fact also lead to war,
or, to put it otherwise, exchange and warfare can apparently be well integrated
in a regional system of interacting, exchanging and warring small social units
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(see Brandt chapter 6; Wiessner chapter 11; Otto chapter 12; M. Strathern 1985;
A. Strathern 1992).

The various forms and appearances of warfare in connection with different
types of societies, in particular those characterised by a central authority (state)
and those without, is the subject matter of the next two sections in this volume.
Here I would like to draw attention to an interesting perspective that focuses on
the borderline between nature and culture and thus relates directly to the issues
raised above.

In an important article Bruce Knauft (1991) discusses the literature concerning
great-ape and simple human societies, defining the latter as lacking recognisable
leadership roles and status differentials among adult men. Simple human soci-
eties cover by far the largest period of the evolution of Homo Sapiens, but are
represented poorly in the ethnographic and archaeological record. They have to
be distinguished from more complex pre-state societies, called ‘middle-range’,
where sedentism, property ownership and male status differentiation are more
developed, namely complex hunter-gatherer societies, ‘tribes’, and ‘chiefdoms’.
Knauft argues that simple human societies differ from both great-ape and middle-
range human societies in that they show a relative absence of competitive male
hierarchies and of systematic violence between closed social groups. They are
more egalitarian among the adult males, sexually, politically and in terms of
sharing resources. Thus, he argues, the invention of cultural rules of cooperation
and exchange has had a clear impact on the use of violence in these societies,
which sets them apart from the high level of violence in middle-range societies
and from the competition and violence observed among apes.

There is thus not a lineal development from pre-human to human societies,
but rather something that resembles the Maussian model: a (temporary) con-
straint on competition and violence through cultural institutions that have
given simple human societies an evolutionary advantage over their non-human
environment. This is an interesting hypothesis that certainly deserves further
research, but it is complicated and possibly weakened by the observation that
lethal violence may actually be high in these societies, even though the cultur-
al ethos is against it, and even though the violence may relate more to status
levelling than to status elevation (cp. Knauft 1991: 391).

Conceptions of warfare and present-day research

The contributions in this section by Helle Vandkilde (chapter 5) and Erik Brandt
(chapter 6) are concerned with a third question, namely how different concep-
tions of warfare have impacted upon the actual research conducted by archae-
ologists and anthropologists. This question received high visibility through
the publication of Lawrence Keeley’s book War before civilisation (1996), which
argues that anthropological and archaeological research into warfare has been
hampered by the conception that primitive warfare was much less serious and
destructive than modern warfare. Keeley relates this ‘myth’ of the rather peace-
ful savage to the horrible experiences of the two World Wars, which made schol-
ars more susceptible to imagining alternatives to the horrors of modern war.
Keeley's idea is supported by the anthropologist Keith Otterbein (2000), who
has worked on warfare for more than three decades.

However, Otterbein wishes to correct Keeley’s historical sketch on two
accounts. In the first place the myth of the peaceful savage arose already before
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World War II and, secondly, its driving force was a framework of evolutionary
theory, later conceptually nurtured by cultural relativism. He further argues that
Keeley has produced a ‘replacement myth’ which depicts pre-state societies
as bellicose. Unfortunately this new myth has caused a polarisation among
researchers, dividing them into Hawks and Doves

Helle Vandkilde describes the situation for the discipline of archaeology in
Europe which, in her view, has been dominated by two different tales of pre-
historic society. In the one tale prehistoric society is perceived as changing rad-
ically in certain periods, caused by human agents migrating and revolutionising
existing societies. Even though this view, classically exemplified by V.G. Childe,
implies the existence of warriors, it has not emphasised warfare as an important
element of the historical changes. The other tale sees prehistoric society as
changing slowly, through gradual evolution instead of revolution. The main
characters in this vision are hunters, peasants and traders, while warriors are
apparently neglected, and prehistoric society is imagined as basically peaceful.
The later view has been dominant since World War II and this appears to accord
with Keeley’s periodisation of the myth of the peaceful savage.

Vandkilde observes a greater interest in, and a more realistic evaluation of
warfare in recent archaeology, but finds that there is still much to do. She sug-
gests that anthropological research, which has had only a relatively modest
impact on archaeology, should be used more extensively, while research into
warrior identities should be open to conceiving more variation in the status and
role of warriors according to context and period.

With regard to anthropological research on warfare, particularly in New
Guinea, Erik Brandt’s contribution criticises and modifies Keeley’s and
Otterbein’s hypothesis concerning the impact of the myth of the peaceful sav-
age (cp. Brandt 2000; Knauft 1990). He does not deny that the myth has exist-
ed, also in relation to New Guinean research, but it has not hampered anthro-
pological research in the way envisaged by Keeley and Otterbein. Brandt shows
that Malinowski had already made a sharp distinction between modern war and
savage war. Whereas modern war was considered as total, affecting every single
cultural activity, savage war was seen rather as a form of physical exercise devoid
of political relevancy. This depiction appears to support Otterbein’s rendering of
the origin of the myth of the peaceful savage, but Brandt shows that another
view can also be detected in Malinowski’s writings, one that accepts tribal war
as a serious and destructive phenomenon for the people concerned, who try to
constrain and overcome it by means of exchange.

This Maussian view was later reproduced and refined by the focusing of influ-
ential anthropologists, such as Andrew and Marilyn Strathern, on the role of
local leaders — ‘big men’, who engage in exchange as an alternative and pre-
ferred way of gaining status in contrast to warfare. Their work has to be seen in
the context of earlier work on New Guinea, which had not refrained from mak-
ing ethnographic descriptions of ubiquitous and pervasive warfare that in all
aspects were reminiscent of total war. According to Brandt, it was in opposition
to such a view of total war that the work of the Stratherns should be understood,
but this did not lead them to assume predominantly peaceful savages. Thus,
Brandt concludes, the concept of total war, rather than the alternative notion of
the peaceful savage, has burdened the ethnography of New Guinean warfare,
but ethnographers have equally been influenced by the realities of war and vio-
lence they met in the field.
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Empirical studies and theoretical modelling

Brandt’s conclusion is a crucial motivation and legitimation for the studies that
are included in the following sections of this volume. Research cannot avoid
being informed and partly determined by the conceptual frameworks that are
available at the time of investigation and that are in dynamic relationship with
the wider social experiences of that period. But research is also informed and
influenced by the empirical findings carefully produced by anthropologists,
archaeologists and other researchers in their various projects.

The first four contributors in the present section reflect on the conceptual
and ideological context of research into warfare: the philosophical questions,
the history of these questions in Western thought and the treatment of them in
the disciplines of archaeology and anthropology. The final chapter by Claus
Bossen (chapter 7) is an attempt to integrate existing theoretical perspectives
into one framework. The author’s central concern is to understand the relation-
ship between warfare and social change, and the chapter provides a useful
overview of anthropological, sociological and archaeological theories of warfare.
Bossen critically assesses their potential to explain social change in relation to
warfare and argues that the analysis of war and social change involves three per-
spectives or ‘levels’: praxis, society and process.

At the level of praxis Bossen identifies three aspects of violent acts which
comprise meaning, technology and organisation. At the level of society Bossen
adopts Michael Mann'’s four fields of social organisation: economy, politics, ide-
ology and the military. Finally Bossen assesses the ways in which warfare and
military organisation can contribute to social change, namely via internal effects
within a society, via submission of one society to another, and via the general
context of a warlike environment. Bossen argues that these three perspectives
are mutually interdependent and therefore should be integrated into one con-
ceptual framework. The explanatory value of such an integrated model obvi-
ously needs testing in relation to concrete cases, but as it stands Bossen’s model
may serve as a welcome heuristic tool to ask relevant questions about possible
links and dependencies between warfare, social practice and societal change.
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Laying Aside the Spear:

Hobbesian Warre and the Maussian Gift

RAYMOND CORBEY

Ethnologists inevitably come to their subjects with
a certain philosophical baggage which is part of
their own, North Atlantic universe of cosmological
and moral meaning, and influences the way they
gather and interpret their data. In the following, I
will examine one particular, widespread assumption
informing Maussian and structuralist theorising on
gifts and reciprocity: the idea of violence as a basic
tendency of human nature. While the other contri-
butions to this volume focus on detailed archaeo-
logical and ethnographic data pertaining to conflict
and violence more directly, the present one looks at
historical and epistemological backgrounds of one
particular, quite influential way of handling such
data theoretically and conceptually.

From violence to sociality

The notion of disorder and conflict as a ‘natural’,
‘primordial’, or ‘original’ state of humankind, and
at the same time of human nature, is continually
present in Marcel Mauss’ Essai sur le don. It guides
his empirically directed work as a conceptual or ont-
ological presupposition, linking his thought to that
of the leading social theorists of the Enlightenment.
In his analysis, état naturel refers to both humankind
before history and civilisation - its natural history —

and a state of ‘raw nature’ that is partly constitutive
for human society, as a condition that must contin-
ually be transcended to make humanness possible.
Becoming human, as Mauss analyses it, happened
in (pre)history, but it is also, ontologically speaking,
a permanent, structural feature of humans who,
according to this view, continually transcend the
state of nature, by exchanging. The ‘natural state’ is
seen as primordial, both ontologically and phyloge-
netically, and social order as discontinuous with
nature in both respects.

Mauss holds exchange to be constitutive of social
life and social order because it is the chronologically
earliest and ontologically most fundamental solu-
tion to the Hobbesian warre of all against all that, in
Hobbes’ view, ensues from man’s selfish nature.
‘Societies have progressed’, he writes in the conclu-
sion to the Essai sur le don,

in so far as they themselves, their subgroups, and, lastly, the
individuals in them, have succeeded in stabilizing relation-
ships, giving, receiving, and finally, giving in return. To trade,
the first condition was to be able to lay aside the spear. From
then onwards, they succeeded in exchanging goods and per-
sons, no longer only between clans, but between tribes and
nations, and, above all, between individuals. Only then did

people learn how to create mutual interests, giving mutual
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satisfaction, and, in the end, to defend them without having to

resort to arms. (Mauss 1990: 82, my italics)

In the ‘natural’ state which is overcome through gift
exchange the ‘fundamental motives for human
action: emulation between individuals of the same
sex, that “basic imperialism of human being”’ (Mauss
1990: 695) still had free reign, but in the end reason
overcomes the folly of unbridled primeval warre: ‘It
is by opposing reason to feeling, by pitting the will
to peace against sudden outbursts of insanity of this
kind that people succeed in substituting alliances,
gifts, and trade for war, isolation and stagnation’
(Mauss 1990: 65). Social order is conceived of as the
constraining, taming, subduing of a primitive, pri-
mordial, condition of violence and warfare; the paci-
tying gift brings about co-operation and sociality.

More recently a number of ethnologists have put
the insights of Marcel Mauss and his disciple Louis
Dumont to use in their research on a number of most-
ly tribal societies, focussing on patterns of exchange.
Time and again they show by detailed ethnographic
analysis how in such societies certain ‘ideas/values’
— idées-valeurs — perpetuate themselves beyond the life
or death of particular individuals, imposing them-
selves in all the various sorts of social relations (e.g.,
Platenkamp 1988; Geirnaert-Martin 1992; Barraud
et al. 1994). The plethora of exchanges going on in
a village every day form, and constantly renew, the
value-orientated matrix of the ‘sociocosmos’ which
is constitutive for social order and, at the same time,
for the individuals involved, including the dead and
the spirits. ‘Subjects and objects intertwine ceaseless-
ly’, Barraud et al. write, underlining one of the key
insights of Mauss’ analysis of the gift, ‘in a tissue of
relations which make of exchanges the permanent
locus where these societies reaffirm, again and again,
their highest values.” (Barraud et al. 1994; 105).
Exchange is here not taken in a narrow economic
sense, but as symbolic exchange, as a fait social total,
a ‘total social phenomenon’, with many, non-sepa-
rated aspects, normative, economic, jural, religious,
and so on. It is, with what is probably the best
known dictum from Mauss’ Essai, ‘one of the human
foundations on which our societies are built’ (Mauss
1990: 4).

According to these Durkheimians, in small-scale
traditional, non-state societies not only social order
but also personal identity, Mauss’ personnage (Mauss
1995: 331-61), is constituted through gifts and

exchange. Persons are not primarily seen as particu-
lar biological organisms, but as coming about and
being transformed - for instance, from living to dead
— by the ritually and intergenerationally bestowing
upon each other of souls, names, titles, rights, and
duties that are part of the family clan. This happens
not only in birth ceremonies, marriages, funerals, and
other important rituals that punctuate the life cycle,
but also in the context of subsistence activities such
as hunting and horticulture, usually conceived of as
an exchange with spirits inhabiting the landscape,
as well as in the context of such seemingly trivial
everyday activities as greeting, gossiping, and shar-
ing food.

The influential structuralist approach of Claude
Lévi-Strauss shares the Maussian presupposition of
social order as a human imposition upon a relatively
unstructured, chaotic, brute state of nature:

The social life of monkeys does not lend itself to the formula-
tion of any norm ... [The] monkey’s behaviour is surprisingly
changeable. Not only is the behaviour of a single subset incon-
sistent, but there is no regular pattern to be discerned in collec-
tive behaviour (Levi-Strauss 1969: 6-7; my italics; cp. Rodseth
etal. 1991: 222, 233)

In Lévi-Strauss’ opinion, a particular animal became
human, and social organisation came into being,
only by the prohibition of incest. ‘[Humankind] has
understood very early’, he states in The Elementary
Structures of Kinship,

that, in order to free itself from a wild struggle for existence, it
was confronted with the very simple choice of “either marry-
ing-out or being killed-out”. The alternative was between bio-
logical families living in juxtaposition and endeavouring to
remain closed, self-perpetuating units, overridden by their fears,
hatreds and ignorances, and the systematic establishment,
through the incest prohibition, of links of intermarriage
between them, thus succeeding to build, out of the artificial
bounds of affinity, a true human society ... (Levi-Strauss 1956:

277-78; my italics)

Social, political, and economic order, in this view,
come about by giving; they are a consequence of
the exchange — of giving and receiving, giving and
giving-in-return - of women between male-domi-
nated descent groups. Hereby the natural state is
transcended and a truly human existence is
attained.
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This particular way of conceptualising the relation
between society and nature is analogous to Thomas
Hobbes’ social contract theory. ‘The finall Cause,
End or Designe of men,” Hobbes wrote in the first
part of Leviathan,

... in the introduction of ... restraint upon themselves, ... is the
foresight of their own preservation, and of a more contented
life thereby; that is to say, of getting themselves out from that
miserable condition of Warre, which is necessarily consequent to
the naturall Passions of men, when there is no visible Power to
keep them in awe. (Hobbes 1972 [1651]: 223, my italics)

Social order, according to Hobbes, is not in human'’s
nature, but is installed by a social contract that con-
strains and pacifies the natural state of humankind
and the solitary individual’s brutish natural tenden-
cies. Most Hobbes commentators stress that the
natural state is but a hypothesis, an imagined, fic-
tional condition facilitating the analysis of how social
order is constituted, but Hobbes regularly alludes to
American Indians and the prehistory of humankind.

At a certain point, the analogy stops, for while in
Hobbes’ thought the state is an instrument of selfish
individuals, for the Durkheimians, the social fabric
which is constituted by exchange is a moral and
religious order. Their approach was critically pitted
against the liberal, in their view, too individualistic,
voluntaristic, and utilitarianist homo oeconomicus
approach to the foundations of society of the social
contract theorists of the Enlightenment. The Maussian
gift can be seen as ‘the primitive analogue of the
social contract ... the primitive way of achieving the
peace that in civil society is secured by the State’
(Sahlins 1972: 169, my italics).

The Durkheimian view of the ‘primordial nature’
of humans is clearly quite close to that of Enlighten-
ment authors who postulate a progress from a savage
primordial state to the civilised condition. Both
positions are heir to a typically European, dualistic
perception of humans and reality that issues from
Platonic and Christian ideas on the spirit and the
flesh, innate sinfulness and redemption (Corbey
1993; Sahlins 1996; Carrithers 1996). More specifi-
cally, the view of humans and nature underlying
Mauss’ analysis of the transition of war of all against
all to exchange of all with all, or, at least, of many
with many, is the Durkheimian one of homo duplex.
It was formulated succinctly by Emile Durkheim in
an article from 1914. The individual, in his view, has

‘a double existence ... the one purely individual and
rooted in our organisms, the other social and noth-
ing but an extension of society’ (Durkheim 1960:
337; cp. Sahlins 1996: 402; Rapport 1996).

A deep antagonism between the demands of the
individual organism and those of social order is
postulated, a conflict in which Durkheim and Mauss
are firmly on the side of the morale de la réciprocité,
which triumphs over the primordial intéret person-
nel. One particular animal species becomes human
phylogenetically, ontogenetically, ontologically, and
morally, through inculcation in a different order of
existence: the spiritually, morally, and intellectually
superior world of society, language, and culture, thus
rising above its naturally selfish animal individuali-
ty which is directly rooted in the organism. Such
and similar dualistic views of humans and society,
nature and culture, determine how most ethnolo-
gists, in the French Durkheimian-cum-Maussian
tradition, but also, along slightly different lines, in
the American Boasian tradition, conceive of their
discipline: as a human science.

Society as biology or society as culture?

There are baffling divergences in styles of scientific
explanation between, as well as within, disciplines
depending on whether natural sciences types of
approach are followed or interpretive, typically
human sciences, ones. Explanations of human vio-
lence and warfare are a case in point. Support has been
lent to the Hobbesian perception of human nature
in recent decades by a number of researchers work-
ing with biological, evolutionary approaches, in the
wake of the ethology of Konrad Lorenz, Irendeus
Eibl-Eibesfeld, and Nico Tinbergen; the sociobiology
of Edmund Wilson; Richard Alexander’s theory of
the maximisation of reproductive success; the bio-
social anthropology of Robin Fox; as well as, more
recently, the inclusive fitness theory, dual inheri-
tance theory, and evolutionary psychology. Johan
van der Dennen, for example, in his 1995 analysis
of the evolutionary origin of war, takes a rigorously
biological approach, analysing warfare as a highly
effective, high-risk/high-gain male-coalitional adap-
tive and reproductive strategy. This is a Hobbesian
bellum omnium contra omnes; not Malthusian society
read into nature, as Karl Marx once wrote to Friedrich
Engels upon reading Darwin, but exactly the opposite.
For the Maussians, altruism means the suppression
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of selfish instincts; for inclusive fitness theory, their
articulation.

Combining human sociobiological insights with
cultural ecological ones, anthropologist Napoleon
Chagnon, in his research on the Yanomami of
Venezuela, stresses the inclusive fitness of male war-
riors in the complex interrelationship between
individuals, groups, and their natural environment
(e.g., Chagnon 1988). The more women they realise
access to, the better the proliferation of their genes.
Most cultural anthropologists, however, conceive of
their discipline as a typically human science, and,
unlike Chagnon, conceive of society as a cultural
and normative order, not primarily a biological one.
Accordingly, they interpret warfare and violence as
predominantly cultural phenomena, following col-
lective rules and values, or rationally responding to
historical or environmental circumstances such as
resource scarcity, rather than issuing from individ-
ual basic drives. ‘Indeed’, Leslie Sponsel (1996: 909)
writes,

in recent decades diverse lines of evidence have converged to
strongly suggest, if not to demonstrate, to everyone’s satis-
faction, that human aggression, including warfare, is over-

whelmingly determined by culture.

This sharply contrasts with van der Dennen’s claim
that warfare is overwhelmingly determined by biolo-
gy, and explainable only by a rigorously neodarwinist
approach.

It has been argued (by the authors contributing to
Sponsel and Gregor 1994, among others) that peace-
fulness, not war, sociality, not aggression, is the natu-
ral, normal condition. In their view, aggression and
warfare do not issue from basic human nature, but
are triggered by specific historical and cultural cir-
cumstance. The Hobbesian idea of aggression as ger-
mane to the human condition has accordingly been
criticised as social Darwinist ideology. Biologically
orientated authors have retorted to ethnologists of
that persuasion that peacefulness is but a roman-
tic, utopian dream - a case of primitivist wishful
thinking.

Controversies between, broadly conceived,
researchers who stress natural determinants and
those who favour a culturalist approach have led to
characterisations of certain peoples as explicitly
aggressive and fierce or, alternatively, unambiguously
gentle and peaceful. Against Chagnon’s vengeful

Yanomani aggressors, beating up women and war-
ring constantly, the Chewong and Semai Senoi from
Malaysia, and the Sakkudei from Indonesia, among
others, have been thrown in the balance as deci-
sively peaceful peoples. The Kalahari Desert !Kung
too were initially cast as a gentle, harmless people.
However, the considerable role of preconceived ideas
in research is shown once again by the fact that
most of such claims have been contested. Jacques
Lizot, for example, has sharply criticised the image
of the Yanomami as a ‘fierce people’ (Lizot 1994).
Biologically orientated authors, on the other hand,
have highlighted the occurrence of violence among
the IKung as well as the Semai Senoi. Something sim-
ilar happened to Margaret Mead’s fieldwork among
Samoan adolescents in the 1920s; her underestima-
tion of the role of jealousy, abuse, rape and violence
was criticised as a culturalist bias by, again, a bio-
logically orientated anthropologist (Freeman 1984).

Violence and peacefulness as interpretive concepts
have a remarkably analogous role to play in prima-
tology. Traditionally, violence has been one of the
main ascribed characteristics not only of non-western
peoples, but also of nonhuman primates. Both cate-
gories were perceived as primitive, brute and unre-
strained, and associated with the savage beginnings
of humankind’s progress to civilisation (Corbey
1989). In recent primatology, a divergence similar to
the one just described for ethnography exists.
Primatologist Frans de Waal on the one hand, in
publications with such telltale titles as Peacemaking
Among Primates (1989) and Good Natured: The Origins
of Right and Wrong in Humans and Other Animals
(1996), stresses mechanisms for avoiding, reducing
and resolving conflicts in the social life of all primates,
including humans. Whereas in the Hobbesian-cum-
Durkheimian view morality and reciprocal altruism
are to be found in culture as a layer superimposed
upon the violent and selfish nature of humans, De
Waal sees it as part and parcel of the biological
make-up of humans and other primates. Empathy
and sympathy, reconciliation and forgiveness in his
view are ultimately more adaptive than aggression.

Harvard primatologist Richard Wrangham, on
the other hand, sums up his, in this respect at least
diametrically opposed, Hobbesian approach in his
1996 book with Dale Peterson on Demonic Males:
Apes and the Origin of Human Violence. Males are
selected by females for exploitive and aggressive
behaviours, leading to reproductive success. Like de
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Waal’s books, this one too was written for a broad
audience, but reports on a substantial body of detailed
empirical studies. “We are cursed’, Wrangham and
Peterson conclude, ‘with a demonic male tempera-
ment and a Machiavellian capacity to express it — a
5-million stain of our ape past.” (Wrangham and
Peterson 1996: 258). In the seventies, the positive
image of chimpanzees that had emerged in the
1960s had started to change to a less positive, more
ambiguous one — in much the same way as that of
!Kung Bushmen - when it was discovered that nei-
ther the Gombe reserve nor the Kalahari desert were
idyllic Shangri-La’s after all: in both cases murder
and violence turned out to be present next to gen-
tleness and cooperation. The same goes for the
Arnhem Burgers Zoo colony of chimpanzees studied
by de Waal.

Summing up, we have seen how the Maussian
perception of a violent primordial condition of
humankind which is to be transcended for real
morality and sociality to be possible is partly sup-
ported by biological approaches such as those of
Wrangham and van der Dennen. Primatologist de
Waal, however, stresses innate morality instead of
innate aggression. Most ethnologists, on the other
hand, seek to explain war and violence on the level
of culture and history, and relativise the role of
aggression, explicitly posing peacefulness as the
basic human condition.

Researchers in a functionalist, Malinowskian tra-
dition have taken issue with Durkheimian views of
social exchange stressing moral altruism. The latter
take reciprocity as elementary morality and as a
means of maintaining equality within the total
moral universe, within, in the terminology of
Dumont, De Coppet, Barraud and others, the ‘socio-
cosmos’ of ‘ideas/values’ (Barraud et al. 1994). Mauss
himself, for example, has criticised Malinowski’s
work on Melanesia as too individualist and utilitar-
ianist (Mauss 1990: 71ff). However, in spite of his
eye for agonistic aspects of ritual exchange, Mauss’
own work has in recent decades been criticised for
underestimating precisely the — indeed Hobbesian —
dimension of utility. Annette Weiner and others
have pointed to the neglect, in the Maussian camp,
of the calculation of outputs and the maximisation
of returns, and analysed ritual exchanges not so
much as adhering to basic values, but as strategic
action increasing power and inequality. Weiner re-
examines Maussian and other

classic anthropological exchange theories and the ethnogra-
phies that validated these theories [in order] to demystify the
ahistorical essentialism in the norm of reciprocity which has
masked the political dynamics and gender-based power con-

stituted through keeping-while-giving. (Weiner 1992: 17)

Here again - in parallel to the aforementioned accu-
sations of ideology between proponents of warre and
proponents of sociality — the Maussian assumption
that modern, western exchange is predominantly
Malinowskian (utilitarian), while ‘archaic’, pre-
modern exchange is Maussian (reciprocal), has been
criticised as primitivist. The Malinowskian view of
pre-modern exchange, on the other hand, has been
accused of fallaciously and ethnocentrically reading
modernity into non-modern cultures.

Regrettably, as another instance of the traditional
cleavage between biological and ethnological
approaches, the Malinowskian viewpoint is largely
out of touch with biology, even though it converges
considerably with such viewpoints as reciprocal
altruism and inclusive fitness, as a quote from socio-
biologist van der Dennen clearly shows. ‘I regard
human beings’, he writes,

as shrewd social strategists, clever manipulators, and conscious,
intelligent decision-makers in the service of their inclusive fit-
ness, operating within the constraints of their cultural seman-
tics: the signification and interpretive frameworks ... provided
by the culture they happen to be born in. (van der Dennen
1995: 9)

It is but a small step from here to Malinowski’s and
Weiner’s self-interested actors who constantly calcu-
late their costs and benefits, also on the level of
sacral and spiritual esteem. According to Weiner’s
line of argument with its stress on utility, social life
and the Maussian gift do not eclipse, but are the
very expression of, Hobbesian selfishness and
Machiavellian manoeuvring.

Anthropology held captive by homo duplex

We have by now encountered at least three different
stances with respect to the idea of Hobbesian warre as
the quintessential mark of the human beast. The first,
Durkheimian one, sees it subdued and transcended
by a holistic ‘sociocosmos’ of ideas/values, repro-
duced in pacifying gift exchange. A second, biologi-
cal one, in terms of inclusive fitness, supports it, in
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an updated and more subtle version. A third major
theoretical stance are individualist and functionalist
approaches in ethnology, which lend indirect sup-
port to the preconception of war as a fundamental
condition by regarding utility as all-important in
social life.

Of course, nobody would subscribe to such ahis-
torical essentialisations as either war or peacefulness
as the basic nature of humankind, or of certain
groups; everyone would agree that fierceness and
gentleness do not exclude one another and have
both roles to play; nobody would deny that there
are biological and environmental and cultural and
historical aspects to warfare. Still, and nevertheless,
as is clear from the foregoing, such preconceptions
are capable of creating considerable theoretical
divergence. One of the challenges for 21st-century
anthropology lies in combining the efforts of biolog-
ical and ethnological approaches. This may not be
simple, because the repudiation of biology is nearly
constitutive of much of anthropology’s disciplinary
identity, especially in the French, Durkheimian tra-
dition and the American, Boasian one. In both tra-
ditions, culture is taken as what transcends human
biology, and thus gives anthropology its own iden-
tity vis-a-vis the biological sciences.

Mauss himself has provided a starting point for
overcoming the unproductive homo duplex view —
which opposes emotion and reason, primordial war
and the pacifying gift — with his programmatic
heuristic of phénomenes de totalité and hommes
totaux. We hardly ever find man divided into several
faculties (‘’homme divisé en facultés’), he wrote in
1924 (Mauss 1995: 303); we always come across the
whole human body and mentality, given totally and
at the same time, and basically, body, soul, society,
everything is mixed up here (‘Au fond, corps, ame,
société, tout ici se mele’). The gift is perhaps the best
example of such a total social phenomenon (fait
social total or prestation totale).

Given what was known in Mauss’ day of behav-
ioural genetics, kin selection, reciprocal altruism,
gene-culture coevolution, the neurological basis of
cultural behaviour, and epigenetic development, it
may not be held against him that he did not entirely
live up to this valuable methodological adage as far
as corporeality and the biology of behaviour were
concerned. Durkheimian-orientated authors from
recent decades, however, are here confronted with an
exciting and important challenge. In fact, as we now

know, and as quite a few theoreticians on exchange
fail to realise, human nature results from the co-evo-
lution of genetic make-up and cultural as well as
social behaviour. Our hands, for example, were
shaped while wielding chopping tools and handaxes;
parts of our brains and respiratory tracts when our
ancestors started to use arbitrary symbols. Stone
tools and spoken language are thus integral parts of
our biological existence. Similarly, the acquisition
and intergenerational, partly symbolic, transmission
of cultural and social abilities in humans is crucially
dependent upon a whole gamut of cognitive and
motivational capabilities that are part of our specific
biological equipment. A complex, subtle, and well-
timed interaction of these capacities with social
environmental influences is of vital importance — an
interaction which can also be described on the level
of epigenetic neuronal development.

There is a clear biological dimension to various
forms of reciprocity in humans, who, as experiments
show, solve abstract logical problems more quickly
when framed in terms of compliance or cheating
with social rules. This shows the importance of
social calculation in humans, more specifically their
aptness at tallying mutual benefits as an adaptive
tfeature (Cosmides and Tooby 1992). Analogously,
Desmodus rotundus vampire bats in Costa Rica
exchange blood they have sucked with others in the
group according to strictly registered and respected
patterns of reciprocity. Thus they enhance their
chances of survival considerably, for not all flights
are successful, and three unsuccessful nightly flights
in order may lead to death by starvation (Denault
and McFarlane 1995). According to socioecology, the
mutual exchange of gifts, services, or women in
hominids benefits all parties in such transactions,
and is highly adaptive, for example as an ecological
safety network to fall back upon in difficult times.
Such practices are part of the sociality of hominid
and human kin, evolving through selective pres-
sures on reproductive success.

Our nature thus was, and is, social and cultural
from its very beginning. That there is a brutish, impul-
sive animal nature deep within us, in the need of
being restrained and subdued in order to make civil-
isation and social order possible, is a conviction that,
at least in this form, does not hold in the light of
recent insights. Much of what is social does not come
about through a symbolic exchange or contract that
restrains the biological, but is biological, that is,
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natural, itself. How much the Maussian perspective
underestimates the role of that purportedly ‘raw’
organic nature, both phylogenetically and ontologi-
cally, is illustrated forcefully by recent work on social-
ity, individuality, politics, motivation, and communi-
cation in nonhuman primates, for example, chim-
panzees (Rodseth et al. 1991; Quiatt and Reynolds
1993; Ducros, Ducros and Joulian 1998). The chal-
lenge here is to understand better the interaction
between biology, sociality and cultural meaning.

Evolutionary perspectives dealing with biological
aspects of living together cannot replace cultural
interpretive ones which deal with subjective, sym-
bolic dimensions of life, but they can supplement
them in approaches which focus on the interaction
and reciprocal relations between biological, symbolic,
sociodemographic, politicoeconomic, and other
dimensions of the wielding and the laying aside of
spears, of conflict and contract.

In general, evolutionary-biological approaches
have adduced solid evidence that human individuals
‘favour genetic over classificatory kin, that patterns
of residence, descent and marriage are in part affected
by reproductive considerations, and that wealth and
status are converted into reproductive advantage’
(Borgerhoff Mulder 1987: 8; cp. Betzig, Borgerhoft
Mulder and Turke 1988). Napoleon Chagnon’s
aforementioned work on the Yanomami provides a
convincing example of this line of argument, as does
the analysis of kinship and marriage in humans and
other primates in Quiatt and Reynolds (1993: Ch. 9
and 10; cp. Fox 1989). In addition, and more specifi-
cally, Robert Trivers’ (1985) reciprocal altruism the-
ory, which claims that individuals may donate
resources to nonkin if equivalent aid is returned in
the future, provides an interesting complementary
perspective on patterns of exchange as analysed in
detail by Maussian and other ethnographers.

Conclusion

Mauss’ and the Maussians’ stimulating views of
exchange can be put to good use in confrontation
and concurrence with recent biological insights
such as the aforementioned. To some extent this
goes beyond what Mauss intended, but it remains
faithful to his heuristic principle of a ‘totalising’
approach which must take the natural into account
too, against the grain of homo duplex approaches. It
is worthwhile to try and bring homo symbolicus,

constitutive of much of cultural anthropology as a
discipline, back down to earth, to nature, by bringing
the richness of evolutionary biology to bear upon
the idea of man the symbolic and cultural animal.
Such approaches as dual inheritance theory, behav-
ioural socioecology, and evolutionary psychology
are ‘total’ in Mauss’ sense and well in tune with the
traditional holistic intention of anthropology, while
approaching cultural symbolism as a biological phe-
nomenon. They can help in taking human culture,
sociality and society not too one-sidedly as a pre-
dominantly Darwinian instinctual order, nor as an
exclusively Durkheimian normative order, but as a
complex and subtle interaction of both.

The Maussian paradigm, valuable though it is, is
flawed by a too radically dualistic view of man, and
stands in the need not so much of being over-
thrown, but of being rethought and updated. While
for Durkheim and Mauss altruism meant the cultural
suppression of selfish instincts, for evolutionary
biology it is precisely the opposite: the expression of
such - altruistic, but on another level of analysis
selfish — instincts. More can be learned by asking
how the symbolic behaviour, altruism and Maussian
gifts that make human societies and identities pos-
sible may be rooted in nature than by asserting that
they constitute the difference that sets humans apart
from nature (cp. Quiatt and Reynolds 1993: 265).
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Aspects of War and Warfare

in Western Philosophy and History

Of the gods we believe, and of men we know, that by a necessary law of their nature they

rule wherever they can. And it is not as if we were the first to make this law, or to act upon

it when made; we found it existing before us, and shall leave it to exist forever after us...

(Thucydides V: 105, 2)

DAVID WARBURTON

Western philosophy of war: 1000 BC-1900 AD

In the Melian dialogue, Thucydides (460?-395? BC),
one of the first European observers to comment on
the character of war, has the Athenians state the
laws of international relations. Obeying this law in
the 5th century BC, the Athenians pursued a war of
conquest in the Aegean. The Melian dialogue ended
when the Athenians massacred the adult men and
sold the women and children into slavery; the war
ended when the Spartans destroyed the Athenian
fleet.

In the 19th century AD the Prussian general Carl
von Clausewitz (1780-1831 AD) viewed war as an
act of political violence, with the object of imposing
one’s will on the enemy (Clausewitz 1991; 1989).
Political organisation, goals, territorial borders,
strategic method, hostility and violence were basic
to warfare as understood by Thucydides and
Clausewitz. Of equal significance for Clausewitz was
the concept of reciprocity: that both parties observed
the same reciprocal and symmetrical attitude to war.
The limits on violence were the character of the
political goals and the activity of the enemy. The
political goal of compelling the enemy to obey one’s
will was fundamental. The method was the utmost
use of violence; the clash of armies.

Clausewitz realised that this ideal form of warfare
was never achieved. Among the principal reasons
given in the published form of the book were the
importance of intelligence, logistics, friction and
luck. Obviously, these had an impact, diminishing
the pure violence in warfare. Clausewitz was also
conscious of other forms of warfare, and the ‘limited
war’ in particular, where the goal was not total vic-
tory and thus the total application of force was not
required. This did not play a major role in the book
as published. Before his death, however, Clausewitz
had begun to develop a dual approach to the analy-
sis of war, assuming that it would be possible to
view two types of war, one with the object of total
victory, and the other with the object of limited
conquests. He intended to revise the entire work,
taking account of this dichotomy, distinguishing
‘total’ and ‘limited’ war (Clausewitz 1991: 179).

Thucydides (V: 89) has the Athenians state that
‘the strong do what they can and the weak suffer
what they must.” As Clausewitz’ book stands, it for-
mulates the principles this implied, and Thucydides’
categorisation of war as the utmost use of force for
the pursuit of political goals was his testament to his
heirs, as the European philosophy of war for more
than two millennia.
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Introduction

Archaeologists and anthropologists are perfectly
aware that Clausewitz’ assumptions about political
goals, territorial frontiers, reciprocal responses, etc.
may not characterise all activity classified as ‘war-
fare’, whereas Thucydides’ observation about the
‘strong’ and the ‘weak’ would appear to be so accu-
rate that it is virtually a tautology.

In neither approach is there any implication of
‘morality’ or ‘social responsibility’, whereas ‘warfare’
in the West today is understood as being a ‘moral’
activity. This remains true whether or not the
observer is opposed to the use of war, or in favour of
it: it is invariably associated with some ‘higher pur-
pose’ and not just ‘interest’ and ‘policy’. At the same
time, ‘warfare’ is associated with ‘violence’, and par-
ticularly the use of force for achieving goals without
recourse to reason or negotiation.

One of the central assumptions implicit in the
current argument is that the origins of warfare can
lie in inter-communal violence, but that this vio-
lence itself is not necessarily warfare, i.e., the ‘origins’
and ‘character’ of warfare are two separate issues. The
use of violence in human communities doubtless
preceded the appearance of states and the pursuit of
power and political interest. In this chapter I suggest
that inter-communal violence be distinguished from
‘warfare’, and argue that the distinction be made by
distinguishing the ‘political’ character of warfare.

‘Warfare’ as treated in the current chapter is
essentially that reflected in the last five millennia of
recorded history, as this chapter is devoted to the
changing character of warfare in Western philoso-
phy, and not to the origins of warfare. This chapter
aims to explore the development of the Western
understanding of war, and how ‘policy’, ‘interest’,
‘morality’, ‘justice’, ‘violence’ and the ‘state’ came to
play the roles that they do, as well as the impact
that this has had on the conduct of war.

Origins and development
of European concepts of warfare

Although among the first to analyse warfare,
Thucydides was not the first European known to
have recorded it. According to the poet Homer, war-
fare involved honour, revenge and bloody carnage.
Fear, anger, courage, pauses, and divine interven-
tion play an important role in his narrative, while
goals, policy and absolute force do not. Divine

behaviour - in their own world and among humans
- could be as arbitrary as the activity of the humans.

The political purpose of Homeric warfare is not
evident. The utmost use of force is avoided. Nor
would the war appear to have involved a policy of
territorial expansion. Although plunder did play a
role, it is not clear that the concept of calculated
gain underlies either the goal or the execution.
Homeric warfare would, therefore, appear to defy
the criteria set by Clausewitz. The interruptions in
the Trojan War — due to pride etc. — would also appear
to be quite foreign to Clausewitz. With his pithy
description, however, Thucydides would appear to
have grasped the character of war, as applied both
in his own time - for imperial expansion — and in
Homer'’s (where it was apparently a form of amuse-
ment).

Those European philosophers who approached
the subject of warfare from the Middle Ages
onwards had access to the works of Thucydides and
Homer, as well as Arrian, Polybius, Livy, and Caesar.
Like Thucydides and Clausewitz, none viewed war
as a moral activity. For them, warfare was a commu-
nal activity involving violence with the object of
subjecting the weaker to the will of the stronger.
Courage and deception were equally valuable in
contributing to victory. Neglect of ritual observances
was mere pretext — or ruse. Divine guidance was only
required to aid in strategy; victory was herself a god-
dess. This is the character of war as understood by
Europeans as the Roman Empire began its gradual
decline.

The situation was quite different when Europe
began its gradual re-awakening in the Middle Ages.
In contrast to Clausewitz, St. Thomas Aquinas
insisted on the absolute minimum use of force, even
in war. Aquinas advocated a ‘just war’, declared by
a monarch and pursued with a right intention in
support of a just cause. Aquinas’ concept of the ‘just
war’ included three principles, (a) a declaration, (b)
a just cause and (c) a right intention. The declaration
should be produced by a monarch and self-defence
was among the better ‘causes’. In discussing Aquinas’
doctrine of the ‘just war’, Sigmund (1997: 227) sug-
gested that precedents could be found in Augustine
and Cicero. It is striking that Aristotle - who could
usually be relied upon to turn up as a reference for
almost everything in medieval philosophy - signal-
ly failed Aquinas here. Aquinas’s concept was quite
outside European tradition. His concept of war was

38 - CONCEPTIONS OF WARFARE IN WESTERN THOUGHT



expressed in terms of monarchy, but this alone did
not suffice to guarantee that war was just, even if the
monarch was the divinely selected administrator of
the commonwealth. Aquinas insisted on a just cause
and a right intention as well.

Precedents for details can be found in Augustine’s
justification for the use of violence by Christians. St.
Augustine assumed that a ‘just war’ was possible;
assuming that war carried out in obedience to the
Christian God would be a ‘just war’. This allowed him
to absolve Moses of making war, for Moses could
hardly be expected to refuse a command of the Lord
(Paolucci 1962: 170). Defining the state as ‘a multi-
tude of men bound together by some bond of accord’,
and assuming that Christianity could provide the
spirit of concord, Augustine had a doctrine whereby
the Christian state could wage a just war with the
support of God. This allowed ample precedent for a
theory of just war as Aquinas understood it.

Rousseau to Hegel

As is to be expected of the translator of Thucydides,
Thomas Hobbes viewed civil society as the only
means of protecting the weak from the strong.
Hobbes assumed that ‘the life of man was nasty,
brutish and short’. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Hoffmann
and Fidler 1991: 1-100) took issue with Hobbes
quite strongly, (a) seeing no reason why he should
believe that people were as greedy as Hobbes
assumed, and (b) assuming that people only came
into armed conflict under duress. Rousseau assumed
that the state was not confined by the natural
boundaries set by nature. Instead, the state was
bounded only by other states and a state of war
would exist between them as the natural form of
frontier separating artificial entities without natural
boundaries. He assumed that existence gave the state
power to coerce individuals into warfare. Whether
he viewed this as a violation of either their natural
rights or inclinations is immaterial. Given the various
limits imposed on the state by its size and the might
of its neighbours, Rousseau assumed it would be
impossible for a European monarch to assemble an
army large enough to defeat all of the other powers.
He therefore concluded that world conquest was
impossible.

While denying a natural tendency towards vio-
lence and greed, and recognising the concept of a
legitimate war which was just, Rousseau also appre-

ciated that avarice and selfishness could lead a
democracy to wage an unjust war. Rousseau not
only conceded the existence of avarice, but that it
could undermine the state, and therefore he
appealed to patriotism. While dismissing Hobbes’
view of human nature, Rousseau recognised that the
behaviour of states corresponded to the behaviour
of the individual posited by Hobbes.

Rousseau proposed an alternative role for the
state itself, assuming that truth and justice guide
the state, assuring freedom to its citizens. Rousseau
recognised the right to self-defence and revenge.
Ultimately, the idea that service to the state could
be construed as morally correct depended upon self-
lessness. Based on private property, Rousseau assumed
that the state could guarantee the rights of citizens
by providing regular income from public funds for
its magistrates. He contended that the ‘triumph of
private over public good’ could be marginalised.
Arguing that Hobbes’ state of nature did not corre-
spond to the reality of mankind’s social bonds,
Rousseau assumed that deficiencies were due to
injustice, rather than flaws in human nature.

For Rousseau, therefore, the state can be trans-
formed from an instrument of despotic oppression
into a public corporation and an instrument of good,
which can wage just wars. This was not, however,
the natural state of the state, merely an ideal. The
natural state of the state was to oppress and to wage
wars, bounded only by the powers of other states,
largely as Thucydides had perceived it.

While likewise arguing that humans need not be
completely bestial, Kant also associated violence and
unruliness with pre-state and non-state societies.
However, Immanuel Kant joined his predecessors
in making the heads of states responsible for war,
thus linking war to the state. He complemented his
ambivalent view of human nature with the observa-
tion that despite the allegedly evil nature of the
human race, statesmen invariably attempted to
accompany their declarations of war with legal and
moral arguments. To this realistic assessment — that
humans are violent and states wage war — Kant
advocated an agreement among states that could
lead to ‘perpetual peace’ (Kant 1917). The agreement
of states would guarantee its success, since states
alone caused war. In this seemingly Hegelian dialec-
tic, Kant, like Rousseau, was able to transform an
instrument of oppression and war into an instrument
of peace.
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G.W.FE. Hegel (e.g. Hegel 1999a; 1999b) viewed
Kant’s project of ‘perpetual peace’ with disdain.
Hegel assumed that states would resolve conflict
through war, and that any possible peace would
depend upon the consent of the governments of the
states and that this was not a reliable basis. Whereas
Hobbes, Rousseau and Kant viewed the state as a
convenience, Hegel viewed it as the end of history.
Through reason and science, Hegel argued that the
states of the Germanic peoples would allow the state
itself to take its rightful place as a manifestation of
the divine, alongside the natural and ideal worlds.

For Hegel, the basic principles of the world were
‘spirit’ and ‘power’. The state was the substantial
form of both ‘freedom’ and ‘will’. Hegel viewed the
state as the ‘unification of the principle of the family
and civil society’. While recognising that ‘the state
is divine will’, Hegel specifically refuted the princi-
ple that the state was based on religion. Religion was
the sphere of the absolute truth, and ‘state, laws and
obligations’ corresponded to the ideal norms, but
not any specific form of religion providing a foun-
dation for these norms. ‘State’ and ‘religion’ were thus
different forms of divine will. Hegel assumed that a
nation without a monarch would be a formless mass
and no longer a state, which allowed him to identify
the ‘person of the monarch’ as the ‘sovereignty of
the state’. Legitimacy came through birth.

Given its absolute worldly moral authority, the
state was the source of the rights and obligations of
the individual, meaning that the individual was
subordinated to the state. The constitution of the
state was the codification of the conscious substan-
tial realisation of the will of civil society. The state
could thus expect and demand taxes on property
and military service. In return for guaranteeing
property and protection, the state could abolish the
individual’s right to property, freedom and life.

While assigning the state absolute power, Hegel
assumed that war ‘was not an absolute evil’ but
rather a ‘necessity’ which should be viewed as ‘inci-
dental’ and inevitable in the concert of nations. The
state was the absolute power on earth and depend-
ed upon recognition for its existence, and it was
therefore obliged to assure its recognition. Conflict
between states was resolved by war, which threat-
ened the state’s independence. The two forms of
state merged: the internal role meant the state was
assured the support of citizens, while the external
role demanded that it be recognised by other states.

The obligation to perform military service in the
standing army of the state was no different from the
necessity of observing civil or commercial laws con-
cerning marriage or business. The state had the right
to depend upon people to defend its borders, and
successful application of force could transform a
defensive war into a war of conquest.

Thus, while Rousseau assumed that humans were
peaceful by inclination and that the state was the
source of evil, Hegel viewed the state as the ideal
combination of power and spirit, assigning it a
higher moral power. Rousseau perceived that the
power of the state lay in its people; Hegel assumed
that the power of the state lay in its divinity. In
either case, the state was given the highest moral
position and responsibility for warfare: in the one
case in violation of alleged human nature, in the
other case as part of the state’s moral responsibility
to protect the citizens of a civil society.

War as policy and the just war

For diametrically opposing reasons, Rousseau and
Hegel viewed war and the state as a moral issue
related to property and rights, whereas Kant did not.
Although Kant’s intent was to establish ‘perpetual
peace’, it effectively opened the way for Clausewitz’
understanding of war as a political instrument
employed in the pursuit of power, quite separate
from moral values or material greed. This revived
the notion of war familiar from Thucydides.

The moral element has several different sources.
Rousseau’s and Hegel’s concerns for justice were part
of a European heritage. Aquinas’ use of morals to
justify war represents a different tradition, one to
which we will turn in an instant, one which can be
traced back to the Ancient Near East, through the
Hebrew Bible, and not Plato’s Republic.

Although superficially similar to Aquinas’s con-
cept of monarchy, Hegel’s view of monarchy lay not
in the medieval world, but that of the 19th century
nation-state. For Augustine, the Christian state was
not a concept but a real political possibility, and
thus the unity of ‘justice’ and the ‘state’ went hand
in hand. The feudal order brought about the end of
the unitary Christian state, but not the unity of the
Christian world. For Aquinas, aristocracy and church
were legitimate constraints on the absolute power
of the monarch, while the importance of belief
and adherence to the Catholic faith was absolute.
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For Hegel, the church and the aristocracy were not
recognised limits and the importance of any partic-
ular religious faith was of no import. Hegel’s state
and Hegel’'s monarch were thus powers in them-
selves, not different from Augustine’s.

By combining Hegel’s state with the ancient doc-
trine of power and eschewing morality and justice
and any restrictions on the use of force in the inter-
est of state policy, Clausewitz had opened the way to
pure military power as pure political power. By
maintaining Aquinas’s concept of the just war while
rejecting the limits he imposed on the use of force
and adopting Clausewitz’ doctrine of absolute force,
by the end of the 20th century AD, warfare had
become an absolute, involving the absolute use of
force and absolute justice.

It is conceivable that there was a transformation
in European warfare between the heroic futility of
Homer and the imperial arrogance of Athens, but
Thucydides was correct in letting the Athenians
state that they found their laws of domination exist-
ing when they began their program of conquest (see
above).

Aquinas’ theory of the ‘just war’ can be geneti-
cally traced back through Augustine’s, but not to
Thucydides. Although ostensibly citing Cicero and
the New Testament, Augustine was elaborating a far
older tradition in which religion and state were
identified as one, with the ‘just war’ sanctioned by a
supreme national deity. Ultimately, Aquinas’ just
war can only be understood when traced through
Augustine, Jesus, the Old Testament, the Egyptians,
and the Assyrians. Wars in this age were divinely
inspired and merely executed by monarchs, thereby
differing from Aquinas’ which were only just when
the conditions were met. In antiquity, gods and
men sought domination: strong and weak were
divided by defeat, whether gods or men; justice was
divine, correct and absolute, not based on equity.

The origins of western war:
the Near East and the Mediterranean

Virtually all philosophers build their theories on
assumptions about the origin of war. Despite an
abundance of archaeological evidence, it remains
idle to speculate about war among early human
communities, and we can leap through early prehis-
tory. The end of the Palaeolithic in the Near East
was a long affair, lasting from ca. 20,000 B.P. to ca.

10,000 B.P. during which individual groups settled
the mountains of the Levant before the develop-
ment of agriculture. The sedentary life preceded -
but led to — food production and the Neolithic, hes-
itantly beginning from ca. 12,000 B.P.

Arrowheads are found in a number of human
skeletons buried together in Egypt around 10,000
BC, with several projectile points in each of several
skeletons (Hendrickx and Vermeersch 2000: 30). At
Wadi Hammeh 27, in contemporary Palestine, ‘many
burnt skull fragments’ lay among the settlement
debris. A ‘skull with atlas and axis’ lay on a living
floor beside a hearth at Mallaha, likewise in Palestine.
A cranial cap ‘cut off, apparently deliberately’ lay on
another floor at the same site (Valla 1998: 176).
Inter-communal violence was increasing before the
Neolithic.

The abundance of arrowheads in the Neolithic of
the Levant is such that they are used to distinguish
chronological and social boundaries (Gopher 1994).
Examining the defensive settlement structures and
the typology of the period, the terms ‘raiding’, ‘con-
quest’ and ‘warfare’ were used in a discussion of the
late Levantine Pre-Pottery Neolithic (Eichmann,
Gebel and Simmons 1997). Cauvin (2000: 126) dis-
missed the evidence of early warfare, remarking that
‘One arrow-head retrieved here or there stuck in a
human vertebra is perhaps not as adequate proof as
has been claimed’.

The logic of such an argument escapes the cur-
rent author, as does Cauvin’s (2000: 126) suggestion
that arrowheads had a ‘symbolic’ significance,
while disputing that arrowheads had any specific
meaning. If arrowheads were ‘symbolic’ they must
have had a ‘meaning’ to the farmers of the early
Neolithic: elsewhere arrowheads are frequently found
in human bones. In the literate societies of the
Bronze and Iron Ages, armour-piercing arrowheads
played a political role. The wide-spread ‘skull cults’
of the late Levantine Pre-Pottery Neolithic indicate
that death was a primary concern in this age. In the
Near East, the evidence is still coming in, and some
argue that the evidence supports an interpretation
in terms of inter-communal warfare, even if Cauvin
rejects the interpretation.

Virtually from their appearance near the end of
the Upper Palaeolithic, arrowheads have left their
traces in human bones (Bachechi et al. 1997). It is
possible to assume that the arrowheads of the
Neolithic represent an explosion of improved hunting
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technology. However, this would imply that sub-
stantial effort was going into hunting technology at
precisely the moment when the greater part of sub-
sistence concerns were dedicated to transforming
economic life from hunting and gathering to farm-
ing. Such an argument would reverse the interpreta-
tion of the economic transformation in the Near
Eastern Neolithic, which is considered to be among
the most significant in human history.

Not only is it invalid to claim that arrowheads are
exclusively hunting tools, but one can plausibly link
their invention and development to inter-communal
violence: (a) arrowheads are the typical typological
artefact of early sedentary societies and (b) they are
found in human bones. Other evidence of conflict is
not absent. Although unparalleled for another three
millennia, the walls of Jericho were erected at the
very start of the Neolithic, possibly suggesting a
defensive purpose. Certainly, the tactical location of
subsequent Neolithic villages suggests that villagers
were conscious of security (Gebel and Bienert 1997).

If warfare is communal violence involving the
deliberate death of humans, then this would indi-
cate the beginnings of warfare. The symbolic use of
arrowheads can be linked to the social consciousness
and recognition of their role. The context would be
simple — but fatal — conflict between competing
groups. It would be difficult to allege that disputes
over land or property could antedate the era of sig-
nificant food production, and yet this lethal inter-
communal violence clearly antedates the era when
property and land became significant. The gradual
development of projectile points can be linked to
earliest sedentary communities in Palestine, which
can be dated to the ten thousand years preceding
the Neolithic revolution. The Neolithic was the cul-
mination of a development whereby the movement
of individual hunting communities was increasingly
limited by the presence of neighbouring groups
(Goring-Morris 1998; Valla 1998). The development
of arrowheads accelerated during the era when these
human groups were living in close proximity, in
carefully protected settlements.

For the following six millennia, settlement was
determined by two main axes. On the one hand,
people moved out of the mountains and the fringes
of the desert into the plains (Matthews 2000: 12, 30,
42, 56). At the same time, more groups took up the
sedentary way of life and farming. This early seden-
tary activity culminated in a move into the plains of

southern Mesopotamia. Settlement density in the
plains increased between ca. 6000 and 3000 BC; the
first states had emerged by the end of this period.
This new settlement pattern was decisive, for the
most successful states emerged in the plains: along
the Nile Valley and in Mesopotamia.

Walled settlements appeared in Mesopotamia
(e.g. Tell es-Sawwan) and Anatolia (e.g. Hacilar)
before the fifth millennium. By 3500 BC, small settle-
ments were scattered from the Upper Nile Valley
across the Levant and Anatolia, the plains of Syria,
and as far as the mountains of Afghanistan; aside
from the growing cities of southern Mesopotamia.
Around the middle of the fourth millennium, an
expansion from the urban centres of Mesopotamia
ended the evolution of the small pre-state settle-
ments in Syria and Anatolia. These settlements par-
ticipated in trade networks, but eventually the evo-
lution was interrupted as the settlements contracted
at the end of the fourth millennium. The distur-
bance was partly economic and partly political.
Regardless of its character, Anatolia was cut off from
developments for almost a millennium, and its
progress curtailed again as the recovery was again
disturbed at the end of the third millennium BC
(For references to the Near East one can consult, e.g.
Warburton 2001, and the relevant articles in Sasson
1995, and the Oxford Encyclopaedias of Egypt and
the Near East).

Throughout this entire period, cities and city
walls grew apace. From 3000 BC onwards, arrow-
heads, sling bullets, maces, daggers, spears, axes,
and other tools of war became more abundant and
widespread. By 2200 BC sieges were a common
activity: siege ladders and wagon-trains with logis-
tical supplies accompanied armies. Egypt was in
conflict with peoples in Palestine and Nubia; the
Mesopotamian states were in conflict with powers
in Syria, Anatolia, Iran and the Gulf. The expansion
of the Mesopotamian system of city-states and the
Egyptian Empire in the Nile represented two alter-
native modes of political development, but the two
did not come into direct conflict in the third mil-
lennium. Most of the political conflicts in the third
millennium were between small state entities, or
between the major powers and the settlements on
their periphery, as these were incorporated into
their spheres of power. The unprotected settlements
scattered across the Near East were exposed to the
power of the centres, just as the centres were exposed
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to conquest by competing entities. The most signifi-
cant military change was the wide-spread destruc-
tion following the conquests of the kings of the city
state of Agade. They managed to subdue or destroy
most of the powers in the Near East, from Syria to
Iran and the Gulf but were unable to assemble a
coherent state from the pieces. The collapse of the
empire led to a fragmentation of power throughout
the Near East.

The second millennium was characterised by
widespread warfare. In southern Mesopotamia at
the end of the third millennium, power fell into the
hands of several city-states before the city of Ur was
able to assert its pre-eminence. Nevertheless, the
kings of the third dynasty of Ur were in a virtually
constant state of warfare with their neighbours on
all sides. This unstable situation meant that weak-
ness would spell the end of their power, and thus
the dynasty was short-lived, lasting only slightly
longer than a century. Initially, political power fell
to the region straddling the trade routes between
Iran and Iraq. Eventually, however, the Assyrian king
Shamshi-Adad cut out a large empire in northern
Mesopotamia based on the fertile plains of the
North. This broke up with his death, opening the way
for the expansion of another kingdom based on the
south Mesopotamian alluvium, under Hammurabi
and his successors in Babylon. After Shamshi-Adad’s
death, Syria broke free of Mesopotamian influence;
the cities of Palestine fought each other and achieved
a temporary hegemony in the Egyptian Delta;
Babylon found itself in constant conflict with Iran.
The Indo-Europeans moved into the Aegean,
Anatolia and the Indus Region. Local and regional
conflicts characterised political activity during the
second millennium BC.

Having consolidated their hold on Anatolia, the
Indo-European Hittites were able to expel the
Assyrians, eventually sweeping across the cities of
northern Syria and destroying Babylon. This
opened up a new power vacuum; power in southern
Mesopotamia fell to a new dynasty without expan-
sionist inclinations; power in the North fell to
another Indo-European kingdom, that of Mitanni.
This opened the way for a competition between the
Assyrians and Mitanni in the North, because the
Hittites were unable to consolidate their hold on
the North in the aftermath of their conquests.
Ultimately, however, the Egyptians placed pressure
on the southern reaches of the Mitanni holdings

while Assyria pressed it from the East and the
Hittites from the North.

The Hittites were able to destroy Mitanni, but
then faced Egypt and Assyria in the South and East.
They were also under pressure from the West after
the Mycenaean conquest of Crete and the expan-
sion to the Aegean coasts of Anatolia. However, the
Mycenaeans and the Hittites were eliminated as
political powers. Egypt was forced out of Asia and
the Assyrian expansion into Syria was halted.

For an era at the end of the Bronze Age (from
around 1200 to perhaps 900 BC), non-state peoples
brought about the end of large scale political units.
The original epics which ultimately became the
Homeric poems were composed during this era, and
reflect such violence. It is impossible to state with
certainty that those who waged these wars against
the Egyptians and Hittites were not organised as
states, but it can be confirmed that their victory
resulted in the disappearance of imperial power in
parts of the Near East. In some cases, small states
appeared in the aftermath of the collapse, but it is
not certain that the beneficiaries of the power vacuum
were the authors of the collapse. In any case, the
Near East and the Aegean were reduced to small-
scale political units, each vying with the other in
small-scale warfare far removed from the major
imperial conflicts which characterised the Bronze
Age of the second millennium and the Iron Age
Empires of the first.

The Assyrians ultimately recovered their power in
Syria, but the expansion was preceded by a signifi-
cant contraction. For an age, Syria and the Aegean
were dominated by small states with the Assyrians
driven back to the region along the present Syro-
Iraqi border. Eventually, the Assyrians subdued the
smaller states until their empire reached from the
Nile to Anatolia and Iran. The first millennium BC
was characterised by the Assyrian expansion, and
the inheritance of their empire by the Babylonians,
Persians and Macedonians.

The ideological underpinnings of these conflicts
are easily grasped. The pretext for the Egyptian
expansion into Asia was a desire for revenge, as the
Egyptians clearly stated that they held the leaders of
Palestine responsible for the earlier conquest of Egypt
by the Hyksos. The Assyrian conquest of Babylonia
can be traced back to feelings of inferiority, and the
expansion eastwards spurred on the Medes, who
aided the Babylonians in defeating Assyria. Since
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the earliest settled communities, eradication of ene-
mies and territorial expansion leading to political
control made conflict endemic as each expansionist
move triggered a response.

From an ideological standpoint — even when the
opponents were political entities ostensibly outside
the Egyptian sphere of influence — the Egyptians
viewed opposition to their rule as rebellion. The
Assyrians simply viewed it as unwise. For both the
Egyptians and the Assyrians, their expansion can be
linked to divine sanction, since both assumed that
the gods gave victory in war and that failure was
tantamount to a failure to satisfy the gods. Like the
Ancient Romans and the Chinese, the Babylonian
and Assyrian kings consulted oracles to determine
whether the outcome of war might be favourable.
For the Babylonians this was of the utmost impor-
tance. It is clear that the decision to wage the war
was thus explicitly political, and the god was simply
consulted to suggest whether the moment was pro-
pitious. Despite some similarities, there is an enor-
mous difference between a war waged in the name
of a god - such as Assur or Amun-Re — and a politi-
cally motivated war which a god then approves. The
concept of partial divine sanctions for war can
therefore be found in the Babylonian material.
However, Babylonian campaigns were frequently
anchored in a clear political program, ‘omens’ serv-
ing merely as guides.

Influences on western philosophy:
Homer, the Bible and history

Homer emerged on the periphery of the Bronze Age
empires, but most modern Europeans dismiss
Homer'’s romantic view of war. Even when reading
Homer, they assume that the war must have had
some rational purpose, such as plunder, if no other.
Following Thucydides, modern observers tend to
assume a practical - state and power oriented — form
of warfare. However, basic to both Homer and
Thucydides was that justice cannot possibly be
included as a motive, purpose or feature of warfare.

This makes it incomprehensible that one of the
first post-classical European philosophers — Aquinas
— viewed warfare as a moral activity. Two aspects
contributed to this: (a) the absence of a state system
in Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire meant
that ‘political goals’ in the ordinary sense of
Clausewitz and Thucydides were impossible; (b) the

second was due to events some two thousand years
earlier.

We noted that the start of the Iron Age in the
Near East was marked by small states. The eclipse of
Assyrian power between 1100 and 800 BC can be dis-
missed as an interlude in the cyclical conquests of
the Near East. However, Western philosophy of war
would be decisively formed by the fact that among
those small states were Israel and Greece. Their epic
struggles with the Assyrians and Babylonians, and
the Persians, respectively, were immortalised for the
West, in history and philosophy.

The poets and prophets celebrated contests of
wills couched in terms of their own society. Neither
made sense in Clausewitz’ definition of war, or even
Thucydides’. The tale of the Trojan War is senseless
violence; divine intervention has no more purpose
than the violence itself. By contrast, the tale of the
Old Testament is that of national salvation through
purgatory; divine intervention is the national god
punishing his own people.

Both contrast greatly with Assur: the name of the
god, the city, the country and the Empire were all
the same; conquest ordained by Assur was absolute.
The mirror image of this was the concept that the
gods could use foreign enemies to destroy those
who failed to comply with their wishes. In these
cases, cities feared that their gods would abandon
them, and abandoned their gods if they failed them.
Jahweh was an exception, for the god of Israel used
the gods of other lands to execute his will against
his own people.

For the Assyrians and the Egyptians — the two most
important neighbours of the Hebrews — war was part
of national policy. Both viewed war as a divinely
driven instrument of territorial expansion. More
important than mere ‘territorial expansion’ is the
role of ‘justice’, which is firmly tied to the state and
the rulers and the gods, rather than the individual,
from the beginning of Ancient Near Eastern history.
The expansion of the Egyptians and Assyrians is
explicitly territorial, expressed in terms of extending
boundaries. The role of the state itself was, however,
ideological, expressed in terms of justice. The link
between the state, warfare and justice was thus
woven into the fabric of the Ancient Near East. This
legacy was then integrated into Hebrew traditions.

Israel was an ephemeral peripheral player,
quashed by the Assyrians, Babylonians, and Romans.
Israel could not play a major role, and thus the god
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of Israel could only act by exploiting the armies of
adjoining powers. Thus, whereas the Assyrians owed
their victories to Assur, the Prophets explained that
Jahweh was using the Assyrians to punish Israel.
This would be of no significance, had not the West
adopted Christianity.

Christianity meant that Western philosophy
adopted ancient Near Eastern notions, including
warfare guided by justice and divine will. This was
absent from ancient Greece, where ‘Justice’ was but
one god among many. The Hebrew prophets viewed
warfare as punishment ordained by god; only god or
piety could ward off defeat. Written in the aftermath
of the Assyrian and Babylonian conquests, the Bible
brought ancient Near Eastern concepts of warfare to
the West, a West which was forsaking Thucydides
and Homer.

The ancient Near Eastern concepts would have
been lost to us, but for their preservation in the Bible,
even if in modified form. Because of the Bible, the
Assyrian concept of warfare is quite easily recognis-
able for us. Two opposing concepts provided the fuel
for the debate about the purpose and origins of war.

On the one hand was the Christian Church
spreading the Biblical version of world history while
simultaneously preventing the emergence of a polit-
ical entity which could be independent of the
Church. On the other were those political entities
which did emerge, and which were dependent upon
feudal arrangements with vassals. Emperors, kings,
vassals, knights and guilds represented one set of
relations, while popes, bishops, the clergy, the monas-
teries and the monks represented an alternative set.
Vassals vied with kings, kings with popes. Land
tenure was an issue for both, church and vassal alike.
The peasants were at the mercy of all.

Ultimately, the nation-states of Europe appropri-
ated church lands while individual land-owners
increased their holdings. For Europe land tenure was
a bone of contention, contributing to the central
importance of territorial boundaries in the wars of
the 18th century, and to the concept of private
property. Territory and land tenure played a central
role for Clausewitz and Rousseau.

Before the dissolution of the feudal order, the
Church was of central significance. Pre-Christian
warfare was based on strength, honour, power and
the state. The Hebrew Bible introduced war as an
instrument of divine retribution, meaning the
defeat of the state of Israel by its own god. Although

it was in opposition to the state (for practical and
ecclesiastical reasons), Christian doctrine also
emphasised weakness. Viewing the Hebrew god as a
deity of universal appeal and relevance, and a god of
justice, it introduced the concept of absolute justice
and morality into warfare, yet tempered this with
defeat and lack of purpose. This effectively eclipsed
the role of the state. The weakness of the state was a
virtue for the Church, and thus the doctrines
matched.

Following the Reformation, power fell to the
state. Despite disagreement about the legitimacy of
the government and the distinctions between the
government and the state, there was virtually no
opposition to the concept that the state had the
capacity to wage war and ensure peace. The trans-
formation of the state from the private possession of
a monarch to a popular institution transformed war
from a state affair to a national affair. In the West,
the concept of morality and justice remained associ-
ated with warfare, even as the state severed the links
between warfare and religion. This paved the way
for the concept of just wars fought by states able to
call upon their citizens.

Napoleon appreciated Rousseau’s observation
that world conquest would depend upon assembling
a sufficiently large army. Whereas Rousseau viewed
this as impossible, Napoleon unleashed the patriot-
ism of the French Revolution. He was, however,
defeated as the other nations of Europe reacted in
the same - reciprocal — fashion. Subsequent history
has demonstrated that the ‘balance of power’ exists
in precisely this fashion, due merely to the failure of
any one actor to assemble sufficient forces to exe-
cute a design of world conquest. Rousseau’s funda-
mental observation remains valid: the state has no
natural boundaries, and existing boundaries are
defined by the powers of other states.

In linking sovereignty and the state to popular
will and territorial boundaries, Rousseau conceded
that a democratic state could wage an unjust war.
Hegel shaved off the moral aspect of war, vesting
legitimacy in the king, assigning the institution of
the state moral superiority as a divine institution.
Hegel’s state would be incapable of waging an
unjust war.

While conceding the possibility that ‘the Deity
is the ultimate author of all government’, Hume
differed from Hegel in assuming that no one person
could a priori represent divine will more than any
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other (cf. e.g. Aiken 1964). Authority and legitimacy
could be associated with magistrates. Rousseau
wanted the magistrates paid by the public purse,
making them public servants. The spread of democ-
racy and the concept that the people were the source
of legitimacy eventually severed the link between
the state and the divine, leaving the state responsible
for waging war, for its own purposes. Gradually,
moral rectitude became the prerogative of demo-
cratic states.

At the same time that the ancient teachings
remained valid - that the power of the state could
only be constrained by other states — the power of the
state was now associated with justice and morality
on an international plane. In ancient Israel, justice
and morality were the domain of Jahweh. In ancient
Greece, justice and morality were the domain of the
citizens and the concern of the community; morality
did not extend to interstate conflict. In the ancient
Near East, interstate conflict was the domain of the
gods, and thus - through the ancient Near East and
the Old Testament - Jahweh’s association with
morality placed morality at the centre of inter-state
conflict in medieval Christian thought. This con-
tributed to a strain of early modern thought -
through Hegel’s association of the state’s divine
legitimacy. However, Hegel did not assume that
inter-state conflict would differ from the character
Thucydides and Clausewitz assigned to it: a conflict
of will with political goals. In the modern West,
however, the concept of democratic legitimacy and
moral rectitude came to play a similar role in under-
pinning the state, and thus also, by extension, the
behaviour of states in inter-state conflict. Rousseau
had, however, also realised that a democratic state
could wage an unjust war. The paradox was not
clearly resolved.

Warfare would be understood and defined as
Clausewitz had defined it: determined as an ordeal
of reciprocal violence among states with goals
defined in territorial terms. This was the case for
most of the period from the 17th century through
the 20th. Among others, the Swedes, Russians,
French, English, and Germans came to grief in their
pursuit of territorial expansion, at least partially due
to the reciprocal character of war. Superficially, it
was, of course, their logistical systems which were
overstretched, but in practice, it was the reciprocal
character of the opposition which rendered the
invaders incapable of consolidating their gains in

distant lands. By the end of the 20th century, most
European states had abandoned any hope of territo-
rial expansion and shared a determination to avoid
the use of war as a political instrument.

The unification of Europe by conquest had failed.
Consciousness of the failure to make territorial gains
was enhanced by the human and material costs,
and thus warfare became associated with losses.
Previously, warfare had inspired hope of gain and
glory. Repeated defeat and fruitless victory had left
Europe weakened. Lacking hope of gain and an
appetite for military renown opened the way to a
more balanced view of warfare. For Europeans, war-
fare ceased to have a purpose, becoming synonymous
with senseless destructive violence. Unification
became a political project expressly designed to pre-
vent further wars on European territory.

Many political commentators and observers
began to assume that ‘peace’ was the object of for-
eign policy. Quite aside from the general public,
generals (e.g. Fuller 1972) and historians (e.g. Taylor
1996) alike despaired at the growing pointlessness
of war, as planned, used, conducted and ended.
This was quite a different attitude than that which
viewed ‘warfare as the continuation of politics by
other means’. Previously, the state treasury had
existed almost solely to fund warfare; now warfare
was viewed as an undesirable expense competing
with other priorities. Warfare was a burden on -
rather than the purpose of — the treasury. This eco-
nomical attitude also extended to the concept of
sparing lives — both those of the enemy and one’s
own nation. In a paradoxical reversal of values, for
many - particularly in Germany - warfare itself
became an ‘immoral’ activity. Europe had taken
leave of ‘European war’.

The American way of war
from the mid-20th century

‘European’ war-making was, however, pursued by
the major power across the Atlantic. ‘Warfare’ and
‘International Relations’ were viewed as one, with-
out recourse to morality. Hoffmann's (19695) riposte
to Aron’s Paix et guerre entre les nations was simply
entitled The State of War. Whereas Europeans viewed
peace as a natural state of affairs, the USA came to
view war as the natural state of affairs (for the early
part, cf. e.g. Weigley 1973; the continuation is still
unfolding).
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Total war and the balance of power

Superficially, this appeared to represent the concept
of war as state policy. It began in the ideological
conflict with the Soviet Union; viewed as a struggle
for global dominance, it could be analysed in the
framework of territorial disputes. This particular
conflict had roots in other conflicts. The ideological
conflict between (a) the ‘East’ and (b) the ‘West’ pit-
ted communism against capitalism, with the USA
leading the ‘Western’ camp and the Soviet Union
the ‘Eastern’ camp. This ideological conflict took place
in the same global geographical and temporal con-
text as the process of de-colonisation after the Second
World War. The process of territorial expansion had
led to the occupation of large parts of the world by
France and England. In the course of (c) a liberation
struggle, large parts of the world were freed from
colonial rule. While recognising self-determination,
the USA assumed the mantle of the colonial powers,
opposing liberation movements cloaked as commu-
nist movements (or vice versa), and (d) respecting
the territorial integrity of the newly independent
states against internal and external opponents.

The war was not just ideological and conceptual-
ly global, but also truly global in geographical terms,
due to the existence of American bases around the
world. The establishment of foreign bases was a by-
product of two separate wars. The first group were
the bases created in the aftermath of the Second
World War. Occupation of the vanquished followed
the pattern of war, except that it merged with the
global ideological conflict which followed, for the
occupying forces in Germany and Japan became the
front lines of the Cold War. The second group were
the bases established during the Cold War, never
intended as occupation, but merely as ‘support’.
Reformulating the colonial legacy, the USA aimed to
secure the Persian Gulf from the Soviets and to
oppose the advance of communism in Asia.

This could have been viewed as ‘politics as usual’,
except for the nuance that the goals were not clear,
since the character of war itself was obscured by an
innovation transforming attitudes towards war. The
atomic bomb, strategic bomber, ballistic missile, and
the hydrogen bomb appeared against the back-
ground of the global struggle between ‘Fast’ and
‘“West’, construed as an irresolvable ideological con-
flict in which (a) military war was impossible and
(b) the war would be won by ideological victory. For
both sides, victory was viewed in economic and

political terms. The most successful system would
produce the most goods and acquire the most allies
among the newly independent nations.

Military war was viewed as impossible: the
thought of armies battling for victory had been
replaced by the image of civilisations reduced to
ashes. American thought was dominated by the
belief that nuclear war was the only significant war,
and that this was ‘unthinkable’. For Americans, war-
fare was ‘total’, yet in this case ‘total’ meant defeat
for victor and vanquished alike. The concept of ‘lim-
ited war’ was restricted to scenarios of ‘escalation’
(Kahn 1968), which did not offer any hope. Twice,
Americans had gone to war to end war. Now, terror
of war appeared to be the way to end war.

Although similar to the anti-war attitude shared
by many Europeans, the American one differed. In
the USA, repugnance of war was not born from the
ashes of war-torn Europe. In some cases rational
appreciation rejected violence for political purposes
as un-Christian (following Aquinas). In reality, how-
ever, it was part of an unconscious mutation: the
complement of the idea that another war was incon-
ceivable. For Europeans rejection of war was the out-
come of fruitless losses, and the despair of gain.

Total ‘limited’ war

Americans had neither suffered occupation and
defeat, nor fruitless victory. However, Americans
were persuaded that ‘nuclear war’ was ‘war’, and
‘unthinkable’ because ‘war’ meant ‘destruction’, not
victory or defeat. Policy-makers propagated the mes-
sage that war was pointless and that military prepa-
rations were to prevent, not fight, war. They failed
to develop the concept of war as an instrument for
the defence of national interests. Instead they had
developed the concept of ideological war which
could not be fought. A war pitting the USA - per-
ceived as a legacy of imperialism - against a nation-
alist movement was complicated by these doctrines,
as well as a lack of understanding of local society.
Aside from lack of purpose, the defeat in Vietnam
can be linked to (a) the modern Western attitude
about the sheer undesirability of war, (b) a failure to
prepare for ‘limited war’, and (c) a failure to appre-
ciate interests in terms of the state rather than the
ideology (cf. e.g. McNamara 1995).

The Hegelian concept of protecting civil society
was dominant during the Cold War, as political
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scientists and military strategists developed scenar-
ios of avoiding ‘unthinkable’ wars. The ‘preservation
of the peace’ became an end in itself; the ‘balance of
power’ the only means. Modern weapons necessi-
tated peace; imposing one’s will on the enemy was
unrealistic; security lay in a ‘balance of terror’.
Kissinger (e.g. 1969; 1995) employed diplomacy to
avoid war, and even to preserve the potential foe
whose existence rendered war unthinkable — until
the Soviet Union unexpectedly dematerialised.

The disappearance of the foe did not, however,
arrest the system of thought. For decades, ideologi-
cal deadlock had accustomed Americans (a) to the
thought that victory in war was meaningless, yet
also simultaneously (b) to the idea that conflict
between nations was ideological (rather than terri-
torial). The global character of the conflict — which
had retained the territorial element — was forgotten
while savouring the ideological victory. Throughout,
war had played a prominent role in thinking. The
policy element of defence and territorial expansion
had disappeared, replaced by the concept of ideo-
logical war. ‘Limited war’ was incompatible with
ideological war, and with the notion that victory in
war would be defeat.

Easy victory in the Cold War left the USA as the
greatest power in world history, after an unexpected
and bloodless ideological victory, for which neither
political nor military thinking had been prepared.
This was accompanied by the simultaneous easy
victory in the liberation of Kuwait for which the
Americans were not psychologically prepared. The
justice of the American cause was not — and never
had been - in doubt; America was not perceived as
tfighting for its interests, but for ‘universal values’
(economic growth, democracy, individual rights)
which it wished to impose on other peoples. This
attitude survived the Cold War. America struggled
with unexpected victory. Relief at the ease of the vic-
tories was combined with unparalleled power and
self-confidence. Works on ‘just wars’ and ‘morality’ in
warfare (e.g. Walzer 1992; Johnson 1999) proliferated.

The end of the Cold War — which had effectively
excluded the use of war in conflict - and the char-
acter of Saddam Hussein meant that the warless ide-
ological conflict of the Cold War was transformed
into a military struggle against ‘evil’, identified in
terms of ‘terrorism’ and ‘rogue states’. Conflict was
defined as ‘good’ and ‘evil’; ‘with us (and good)’ or
‘against us (and evil)’.

The danger of war was not reduced by diminishing
potential sources of conflict. Instead those opposed
to American hegemony would be punished. The
purpose was neither territorial expansion, nor the
resolution of irreconcilable conflicts of interest. It
was simply global self-defence. While ‘self-defence’
is viewed as legitimate, there is no way in which a
nation can legitimately identify its definition of
‘security’ in a fashion which clearly threatens others.
Such a policy can only expect a reciprocal response.
Therefore, in military terms this policy is irreconcil-
able with the concepts developed by Thucydides
and Clausewitz, while also being as far from the
amoral contest celebrated by Homer as it is from
Jahweh'’s national war of divine retribution.

Clausewitz (1991: 215) stressed that war had to
end with crushing the ‘will’ of the vanquished, as
well as his armed forces. Indeed, this was the pur-
pose of war, not a mere detail. This implied defeat of
the enemy, and occupation, otherwise the ‘spirit’ of
the foe would revive to resume the ‘reciprocal’ strug-
gle. However, the USA neither sought to defeat the
enemy nor to occupy their territory. The policy
opposed governments, not states and peoples. The
philosophy of ‘firepower in limited war’ (Scales
19995) even stressed waging war with limited casual-
ties among friend and foe alike.

The policy of global self-defence pursued narrow-
ly defined interests, with foes and friends defined by
convenience. The intervention in Kuwait expelled
the army of one artificial postcolonial state from
another. However, this arguably Clausewitzian terri-
torial conflict was transformed as the USA waged
war against Iraq throughout the 1990s, with the
concepts of ‘victory’ and ‘defeat’ redefined. Neither
Iraq nor the USA accepted the ‘limited’ results of
1991. The ‘exit strategy’ of the ‘limited war’ failed to
provide an ‘exit’. The war for the restoration of
Kuwait’s territorial integrity was continued to prevent
Iraq from acquiring “Weapons of Mass Destruction’,
and subsequently redefined as part of a ‘war on ter-
rorism’, against an ‘axis of evil’.

These ideological and geopolitical changes in the
character of warfare (previously defined in terms of
‘interests’, ‘territorial expansion’, etc.) must be set
beside the unconscious transformation in attitudes
towards battlefield victory which had prevailed on
either side of the Cold War. Before the Cold War,
battlefield victory was viewed as a matter of chance.
During the Cold War, battlefield victory was excluded
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because it would result in annihilation. After the
Cold War, the technological superiority of the USA
meant that it was an issue of ‘logistics’, not chance.
However, during the Cold War, such a victory would
have ended the conflict. After the Cold War, a tech-
nologically devastating battlefield victory which
spared the lives of the enemy population could not
guarantee a similar result. And this result which was
neglected was exactly that purpose which Clausewitz
assigned to war: crushing the enemy’s will.

The USA failed to appreciate that ending a war
without complete victory meant that the spirit of
the foes was not broken; resentment would smoul-
der. In a paradoxical reversal, wars fought against
governments (e.g. Iraq, Serbia) fed the resentment
of individuals. This led to the most bizarre conflict
in world history where a single individual struck the
American heartland — not an overseas outpost. It was
an expression of personal resentment arising from a
nationalist feeling that the Saudi state failed to satis-
fy popular needs by allowing the ‘unbelievers’ to
occupy the land of the ‘holy sites’.

This response was conceived in terms of states as
defined by the West, and it was an accident of his-
tory that the modern state of ‘Saudi Arabia’ included
the ‘holy sites’ of Islam. The American troops were
far from the holy cities, and interested not in them,
but the oil on the other side of the peninsula.
American intervention had been conceptually
defensive, yet defence became ‘occupation’ when
viewed from the opposite perspective, given the
modern state boundaries. In the same fashion, in
order to maintain the ‘war on terror’, the USA gov-
ernment viewed their foes as states allegedly har-
bouring terrorists, and thus eliminated the govern-
ments of the states of Iraq and Afghanistan.
Therefore, peculiarly, bin Laden’s concept of war as
a conflict defined by states matched the American
conception, although neither was actually pursuing
a state policy rational in terms of interest.

Paradoxically, during the ‘war on terror’, the USA
established yet more foreign bases, even while offi-
cials conceded that further attacks on American soil
could not be excluded. American military policy
ceased to follow the logic of interest — pursuing
instead the path of the possible, responding to the
actions of others, yet without attempting to under-
stand their grievances, let alone to defuse conflicts
which routinely aroused animosity towards the
USA. It was assumed that foes were acting without

motivation, and would merely act where possible,
disregarding motives and interest — exactly as the
USA was.

This attitude can only be grasped when viewing
another aspect to the American understanding of
‘“Weapons of Mass Destruction’. The invention of
the ballistic missile and the hydrogen bomb had an
impact on American thinking about warfare, in the
sense that war was excluded due to the technologi-
cal developments rendering it senseless. American
military thinking had long been dominated by tech-
nology. The use of the Bomb against Japan was an
outgrowth of this policy, and American attitudes
towards technological development continue to
hamper strategic thinking. Technological superiority
is itself superiority; technology substitutes policy
and strategy. Although masked by ideological pre-
text, this war is based on violence by the strong
against the weak.

Moral warfare

This attitude towards the technological character of
weapons assumes that other powers should be
deprived of access to such weapons, and that seeking
access to such weapons is eo ipso ‘evil’. Technological
and ideological components are united, while will,
purpose and interest are neglected, implying that
the purpose of warfare is the use of weapons to
impose one’s will on those with whom one dis-
agrees. Weapons are not viewed as a tool of state
interests. A corollary is that warfare does not require
absolute force, i.e., deliberate civilian casualties are
avoided. Imposing one’s will simply for the sake of
ideological differences, regardless of state interest,
means that war has some other character than that
advocated by Clausewitz and Thucydides.

The concept of will and purpose is neglected as
much as state interest. Just as Kissinger’s policy neg-
lected Clausewitz’ understanding of the political
role of war, this new approach failed to appreciate
Clausewitz on the reciprocal nature of war. The first
reciprocal response to this form of war was the
equally irrational mirror image of American ideolo-
gy, bin Laden. It matched the most powerful state
in world history against a single individual.
Technology had failed; war became a senseless heroic
duel again.

American war is, therefore, easily recognisable as
Homeric warfare, dominated by honour, revenge,
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violence, pauses, unstable coalitions, unreliable
allies and divine intervention: titanic and heroic
violence, ‘us’ against ‘them’. While morally absolute
— expressed in Biblical terms of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ —
policy has stipulated that ‘evil’ foes were ‘weak’ and
politically convenient. The policy thus includes ele-
ments of (a) the Hobbesian power of the state, as the
technological expression of (b) teleological Hegelian
divine will and (c) Biblical ‘right’, as well as (d)
Rousseau’s concept that a democracy could wage
unjust war. However, Rousseau understood war as a
conflict between states.

The fundamental problem of this rarefied form of
warfare is that it does not fit into the neat analytical
categories. Major-General Fuller pointed out the
fundamental difficulty of reconciling the concept of
rational warfare with the catastrophic results of the
first and second world wars. The experience of the
20th century AD was that the use of violence or the
threat of the use of violence was consistently
matched by a reciprocal increase in the use of vio-
lence or threat. Such a procedure itself implied that
the use of violence led to further violence, without
necessarily resolving the underlying political con-
flicts, which continue to smoulder, promising new
outbreaks of violence.

Fuller (1972: 12) cited Clausewitz to the effect
that the responsibility of the statesman and general
demanded that war be undertaken realistically, and
‘not to take it for something ... which by the nature
of its relations, it is impossible for it to be.” Clausewitz
did not consider the possibility of an ‘absolute war’
waged without reason in a limited fashion, just as
Thucydides did not consider the possibility of a war
waged without clearly defined goals and interest.
National (state) interests would be paramount, and
moral reasoning would justify, not motivate, war-
fare. The conscious link between purpose and exe-
cution would determine the end. During the 20th
century, the value of war as a tool of policy was neg-
lected. It remained, however, intimately linked with
the state, even if the state was deprived of responsi-
ble statesmen.

The nature of war

The cause of territorial expansion has been lost, and
the moral pretext has become cause, yet the ill-
defined enemy (‘terrorism’, mere ‘possession of
weapons of mass destruction’) cannot be politically

isolated. The result is the use of force in pursuit of
goals which cannot be achieved with force.

It is, however, the state which is the precondition
for such ‘warlike’ conflict. Although the means cho-
sen to respond may be fundamentally flawed, it is the
state which unleashes the ultimate military response,
or accepts defeat. The state is the object as well as the
agent in any reciprocal military conflict of opposing
political interests, even if one actor is not a state, and
even if one state actor is not pursuing its interests.

The concept of warfare is treated here as a politi-
cal phenomenon. Surveys dedicated to mere vio-
lence can demonstrate the presence of violence at
all periods of human history. Distinguishing system-
atic violence from warfare is the issue, since human
sacrifice, executions, torture, duelling, and other
activities with lethal results cannot be confused
with warfare in any of the senses used here.

Here the naiveté of Rousseau’s assumptions about
human nature is revealed, since the evidence implies
that violence was widespread among human com-
munities long before the appearance of the state.
Rousseau trusted that Hobbes was wrong about the
state of nature, observing that mankind did not
invariably seek to injure others.

By identifying the individual with the group and
encouraging patriotism, the individual assumes an
identity by which the world can be divided: ‘us’ and
‘them’. As units, the individuals composing the larg-
er political units thus defined can cause injury to
neighbours, with or without cause. Self-defence is
the response to aggression, and both forms can be
associated with groups of people. This allowed Hegel
to espouse the concept of the power of the state and
compel the individual to relinquish his rights in the
interest of the community. Hegel was concerned
about the state’s right to call upon its citizens to pro-
tect themselves and the state. Clausewitz then posited
that war was the natural form of intercourse in rela-
tions between states. Clausewitz assumed that war
was the prerogative of states, completing the circle
begun with Rousseau’s assumption that the bound-
aries of the state would be defined by the power of
other states. This clearly differs from an argument
based on ideological and political conflict unrelated
to territorial conquest.

‘Religion’, ‘ideology’, ‘nationalism’, ‘civilisation’,
etc., can be subsumed under the concept of ‘identity’.
Where groups sharing a common identity also share
common geographical and ethic borders, these can
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be viewed as ‘states’ or ‘potential states’ with terri-
torial ambitions. Where conflict takes place over ter-
ritory, the expression will be similar to that
described by Thucydides and Clausewitz. Where the
destruction of the opposing group is not followed
by occupation, and was not motivated by aggression
on the part of the vanquished, this analysis fails.
The wars at the end of the Bronze Age - at least as
portrayed by Homer — are of this type. In most cases,
however, the conquerors eventually select a territory
to settle, even after wreaking seemingly senseless
havoc across wide swathes of territory. The Mongols
eventually settled in China after withdrawing from
elsewhere, and the Turks settled Anatolia as well as
Central Asia. There are few examples of a people
spontaneously, without provocation, conquering
another people, eradicating or defeating them and
then departing. State warfare is the form known to us
in historical and philosophical contexts, where a
war is a response to aggression, or leads to occupation.
Regardless of how it is perceived, the American ‘war
on terrorism’ is couched in terms of ‘self-defence’.
Bin Laden likewise views his war as a defensive war
against American aggression, interpreted as the
occupation of the land of the Holy Places.

Reciprocity returned, with the limited war in
Iraq unable to stay limited. For Clausewitz (1991:
179, 210-11) warfare was politics; violence and force
were the ultimate arbiters of political intercourse.
Clausewitz (1991: 199) stressed that the result of any
given war was ‘never absolute’, and his concept of
‘limited war’ may have been matched by ‘limited
peace’, implying that both peace and war were
determined by subjective appraisals of the power
relations at any one time. Any war which does not
end in total defeat must be viewed as ending in a
temporary balance, confirming war as being politi-
cal in character, and therefore limited in terms of
violence. If one side views the war as limited, the
other may not. A failure to match violence with
equal violence means that defeat will follow. We
may assume that Clausewitz could hardly have
reached any other conclusion than that warfare was
the ‘utmost use of violence’ to achieve ‘political
goals’ in a ‘reciprocal contest’. War only remains
‘limited’ if both sides view it reciprocally as ‘limited’;
the reciprocal character of war would be the only
relevant feature.

Superficially, wars of identity and ‘divine will’
cannot be understood in Clausewitzian terms,

whereas Clausewitzian and Biblical wars can be
understood in Homeric terms. It is, however, possible
to assume that in some cases, aggression can be
understood merely in terms of a hostile encounter
of two groups - such as the Mycenaeans and Troy,
or bin Laden and the USA - in which territorial
expansion is not a motivation. The role of the state
is crucial in such conflicts. The American state is as
essential to bin Laden’s war as the Crusader state was
to Saladin. Two states may go to war, with the out-
come leaving one state, two states or none. In state
warfare, one participant must have a territorial
homeland and a political identity, which can be
perceived as injured — or serve as the basis for
aggression. Victory need not lead to territorial con-
quest: it can be expressed by imposing the values of
the victor on the vanquished, and thus breaking
their will.

Ultimately, a conflict originating in a contest of
two wills can take the form of Clausewitzian territo-
rial war between states, even where it does not orig-
inate in this fashion. By contrast, disparate groups
probably cannot resist the force of a state without
uniting to form one. It can, therefore, be argued that
the use of violence by state entities could not find
any other expression than the form identified by
Clausewitz, precisely because the unwise use of vio-
lence will call forth a reciprocal response: even
where there is not a state enemy before the war.

It can even be argued that there are no known
cases of state formation which did not involve a war.
Even where a state did not exist on either side prior
to the conflict, one or two states may exist after-
wards (as in Claessen’s example from Madagascar,
chapter 15). In other cases, a group will band togeth-
er to inflict defeat on an enemy, and thus form a larg-
er state, as in the first unification of Egypt
(Warburton 2001). States will also appear in political
vacuums created by state conflict, such as the
statelets after the collapse of the major Bronze Age
powers (Homeric Greece and Israel, among others).
War would therefore be a necessary precondition for
state formation, but not a sufficient condition. By
conceptually linking social violence with warfare,
the role of warfare in ‘state formation’ becomes vir-
tually incidental, either denied or assumed, but
assigned no specific role. The current writer believes
that it will be difficult to find a single example of
state formation which did not involve armed conflict,
either defensive or offensive.
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A note on archaeological views of warfare

In my opinion some of the Western philosophical
debate on warfare has not been integrated into
archaeological theory, while some of the recent
thought has had an impact on archaeological think-
ing which is more implicit than explicit, and finally
archaeological thinking has a way of affecting its
subject matter which is highly relevant to a discus-
sion. Before proceeding to the conclusions, we will
briefly cover some of the points.

The first note concerns this final point, about
archaeological thinking. As usual, one comes across
the idea that ‘Ancient Warfare’ (as studied by archae-
ologists) is somehow different from other types of
warfare (in the same way that, e.g. “palaeopsychol-
ogy’ or ‘palaeoeconomics’ apparently differ from
psychology and economics). It is possible that there
is a distinction, but the issue must be investigated in
terms of methodology and definitions, rather than
positing a difference and then establishing the char-
acteristics of the difference. Particularly important is
the fact that — if it is accepted as a definition that
‘warfare’ is a state activity — then it follows that ‘pre-
historic’ and ‘historic’ archaeology are not studying
the same subject.

This last point is a mere matter of definition, but
the treatment of archaeological data on warfare
gives the impression that more is involved. While
surveys of warfare as seen by prehistoric and histori-
cal archaeologists are dominated by violence or
evidence of violence, stressing victims, victors,
weapons, battles and fortifications (e.g. Carman and
Harding 1999; Yadin 1963), studies of ancient polit-
ical interest in historical periods concentrate on
trade and diplomacy, not purposeful warfare (e.g.
Liverani 1990; Cohen and Westbrook 2000). In my
view the implication is that the violence and
wastage visible in the archaeological record seem to
imply that the futility of war can be thrown back to
antiquity by emphasising the violence while deny-
ing that warfare had a conscious purpose.

In this chapter, warfare has been linked to state
activity, even where the goals of warfare are not
rational or do not involve the goal of territorial con-
quest. The lethal results of social conflict cannot
legitimately be compared with execution or sacri-
fice. Evidence of violence is insufficient to demon-
strate the presence of warfare, and should not be
permitted to be mistaken for it. By contrast, purpose-
ful warfare has a political aspect. If a distinction is to

be made between ‘warfare’ and ‘violence’, ‘warfare’
should employ violence with a political purpose.
The ‘social’ and ‘territorial’ purpose is recognisable
in state conflict, and most political theory has dealt
with war as an attribute of states. This is a matter of
identification.

Explanations are another matter, and in fact, one
result of modern Western hostility to war (born of
the 20th century futility) has been expressed by
tinding ‘explanations’ for it. We would argue that
this hostility to war has been integrated into archae-
ological theory. On the most simplistic level, the
explanation for the horror of war lies in its recip-
rocal character which is elementary. The essence of
state sponsored military conflict is wasteful carnage.
This does not, however, mean that it is pointless.
Therefore, this character should not conceal the fact
that warfare differs from mere violence in that war-
fare has a purpose and not a mere ‘origin’ or ‘expla-
nation’.

Such organised violence cannot have existed
before the emergence of states, yet this does not
mean that Rousseau was correct and that violence
was unknown before states, because foreign to human
nature. Despite the prehistoric evidence of violence,
Rousseau’s assumption has been incorporated into
archaeological theory in several ways, among which
is Carneiro’s ‘Circumscription Theory’, which is
directly related to states and warfare.

Carneiro’s theory assumes that demographic
needs outstrip resources and lead to conquest.
Applied to the early development of the state in
ancient Egypt, Carneiro (Carneiro 1970; Bard and
Carneiro 1989) contends that the population density
‘reached a point where conquest became a necessity’
(Janssen 1992: 315). This appears to provide an
‘explanation’ or ‘justification’ for conquest. However,
despite the apparent certainty, there is no consensus
on the issue. For Egypt, Janssen, Bard and Carneiro
assume its validity; Kemp (1989: 31), Eyre (1997)
and the current author (Warburton 2001: 244-45,
282) dispute it. For Egypt, an equally useful alter-
native would combine Mann’s (1997) concept of
‘caging’ with Clausewitz’ ‘reciprocity’. This is impor-
tant, since (aside from Egypt) I know of no instance
where Carneiro’s hypothesis has been tested.
Obviously, the court is out on this, but this example
should advise against simply ‘applying’ it as an
‘explanatory’ model elsewhere, at least until more
evidence is in.
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More important, however, is the fact that the prin-
ciple of the use of ‘Circumscription Theory’ excuses
conquest by combining elements of Rousseau and
Malthus, opening the way to claims that climatic
causes or demographic growth alone triggered early
conflicts. These attempts ‘justify’ the use of violence
rationally, defined in terms of economic constraints.
This logic is then extended to ‘explain’ later wars of
conquest in terms of ‘economic motives’.

Western economic growth has encouraged
Western philosophers to associate economic growth
and material gain with ‘reason’. It is viewed as ‘rea-
sonable’ that wars are fought over economic goods.
It is occasionally argued that ancient wars will have
been fought for similar reasons (Mayer 1995: 1), yet
it is not even clear that this occurs today (although
tiguring among pretexts). The origin in constraints,
and the later pursuit of conquest for economic
reasons are thus assumed to be identical, and the
character of warfare thus assigned a rational and
consistent character. Although easily recognisable to
the Western student, the logic is purely circular. Yet
there is no reason to assume that it really explains
the wars of the Bronze Age Near East in a more con-
vincing fashion than the one which Thucydides and
Clausewitz would offer.

Conversely, there are scholars who will attempt
either (a) to deny the importance of violence before
it is unequivocally documented, or (b) to deny its
purpose. The repeated denial that arrowheads of
the Levantine Neolithic were designed and used to
kill humans is symptomatic of this approach (cf.
Cauvin, above). It is true that evidence is still sparse.
However, elsewhere arrowheads are documented in
human bones, and Bronze Age armour-piercing
arrowheads served no other purpose, as the Egyptian
documents confirm. On the other hand, however,
conceding the possibility of violence while denying
a purpose compounds the difficulties of under-
standing the use of force in human societies.

This confuses two issues: one is the issue of vio-
lence and the other is the use of violence to pursue
a ‘political goals’. An approach to ‘ancient warfare’
might better be directed at the issue of violence in
inter-communal relations, and not mere killing and
violence, with a distinction between ‘violence’ as
‘personal or social lethal interaction’ and ‘warfare’
as ‘political lethal interaction’. Among the ‘origins’
one could also seek not just ‘causes’ and ‘explana-
tions’, but also ‘purposes’.

We would therefore advise students of archaeo-
logical aspects of warfare to pay close attention to
the definitions they use, and to appreciate that the
‘moral’ element of warfare is itself part of the history
of the philosophy of warfare, and the experience of
war, but not necessarily part of warfare itself.

Conclusions

The capacity of a state to wage war and impose its
will depends upon ‘power’. Aron (1962) identified
territorial space, resources, manpower and capacity
for collective action as the essential attributes of
‘power’. War is therefore the expression of the spirit
of the state. According to Clausewitz, the power of a
state served a political purpose. Rousseau and Hegel
would have viewed this as a tautology.

At different times, Western philosophy has
approached the issue of state-organised violence in
terms as different as ‘interest’ and ‘morality’, with a
view to ‘justifying’ or ‘explaining’ warfare. None of
the proposed roles has matched the actual perform-
ance of warfare. In fact, therefore, it is not the vio-
lence, but the state’s use of violence which consti-
tutes the essence of warfare, rendering it distinctly
different from mere lethal conflict. The origins of
inter-communal lethal violence lie in the depths of
pre-history, and these contributed to the develop-
ment of warfare which was transformed into a new
activity with the appearance of the first states, some
five thousand years ago. This opened the path to
‘interest’, ‘policy’ and the ‘just war’.

The Hegelian assumption that the state was the
spirit of reason in substantial form depended upon
the assumption that the state was divine. This ‘divin-
ity’ can be traced back to the absolute ‘divinity’ and
‘justice’ of ancient Near Eastern warfare which fed
into Christian doctrine. This differed substantially
from the approach of Mediterranean antiquity where
state interest dominated, but the political goals stip-
ulated by Clausewitz can be used to frame any kind
of warfare: even an epic duel, with a state on one side.

The concept of war as an instrument of policy
whereby the weak were subjected to the will of the
strong was apparent in Thucydides, and Thucydides
clearly stated that the moral reasons for the war
were merely a pretext. This view was adopted by
Hobbes, who assigned the state a role in protecting
the individual. Hegel extended this and ultimately
combined it with Aquinas’s view to form his own

ASPECTS OF WAR AND WARFARE IN WESTERN PHILOSOPHY AND HISTORY - 53



conception of the state. Clausewitz then analysed
war as state activity.

Here, Hobbes, Hegel, Clausewitz and Rousseau
were all in agreement, differing only in the attitude
with which they viewed the state and human
nature. Rousseau took leave of the others in assuming
that the individual suffered from the impositions of
the state, rather than benefiting from the rights
granted by the state. Rousseau assumed that human
beings were basically peaceful and that they did not
deliberately seek to harm others; Kant suggested
that peace could be a goal of state policy. This
matched modern Western distaste for war, born of
defeat and the consciousness of futile destruction.

While Aquinas, Rousseau and Kant described
ideals they perceived as practical, Clausewitz and
Thucydides perceived themselves to be describing
an ideal version of reality. Both types of ideals were
incorporated into modern Western warfare. At the
same time modern views of warfare — as senseless
violence which does not serve the interests of the
state — are transformed into assumptions in archae-
ological theory.

I have tried to argue that war independent of
states is virtually impossible, and that ‘state interest’
and ‘warfare’ thus move together. Given the contrast
between war as a political instrument employed to
subject the weak, and the concept of war as a moral
instrument, it is clear that the key to understanding
the Western philosophies of war is the Biblical inter-
pretation of warfare. Via Jahweh, the Christian con-
cept of a morally just and righteous god guiding his-
tory was married to the concept of the national gods
of Egypt and Assyria. The concept of the divinely
sanctioned state waging divinely sanctioned war
was then incorporated into the paradigm of war as
an instrument of policy.

We may distinguish between (a) the origins of
warfare — probably in inter-communal conflict at the
end of the Palaeolithic before property and the first
states — and (b) the character of warfare as defined
by Clausewitz. The origins of a phenomenon do not
necessarily correspond to the character of the same
phenomenon at a later stage in its development.
History would tend to indicate that ‘state warfare’
represented an irreversible transformation in the use
of violence. Violent conflict continued to exist, but
a new form of violent conflict emerged.

Once states came into being, the rules of recipro-
cal violence in Clausewitzian warfare left little choice

in its conduct. I would argue that neglecting the
link between divine legitimacy and political power
in the earliest Near Eastern states, and the link
between policy and violence in modern warfare per-
mits some latitude in understanding and defining
‘warfare’. I would, however, argue that this approach
cannot aid in understanding the phenomenon of
‘warfare’ discussed in this chapter, nor in achieving
general agreement about the concept, as generally
understood.

‘“Warfare’ is an aspect of the state, with its own
system of ‘values’. ‘Violent conflict’ is a characteris-
tic of human behaviour. Reciprocity may be present
in either, but the social system is pre-eminent and
decisive in the former, the individual in the latter.
Although organised violence and the state are essen-
tial features in my understanding of war, rational
goals are not. However, the reciprocal nature of war-
fare means that irrational goals pursued with the
systematic use of violence will meet with opposi-
tion, and thus re-introduce rationality.

This is the defining characteristic of warfare as
opposed to mere inter-communal violence. The state
can employ force, but the state itself cannot guaran-
tee the pursuit of interest or rational goals: only a
reciprocal opposing force can compel the state to
behave rationally. Contending that ‘warfare’ is a
state activity means deciding whether this is (a) a
logical and valid conclusion, (b) a possible assump-
tion, (c) a definition, (d) a criterion or (e) a tautology.

I argue that ‘warfare’ is a state activity and that
Clausewitz would have been unable to revise his
book by assuming a form of ‘limited warfare’ com-
patible with the ‘reciprocity’ inherent in state war-
fare, which is what gives the purposefulness of war
its awful form.
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Archaeology and War: Presentations of Warriors

and Peasants in Archaeological Interpretations

The horse-mounted and axe-wielding pastoral tribes migrated into Jutland from the south,

rapidly making themselves rulers of the central and western half of the peninsula. Up

through southern Jutland the burial mounds mark the routes of colonization, which can only

be loosely followed. The oldest occurrences of axes show how comprehensive this first influx

was. The wide and leafy river-valleys of central and western Jutland became the first resort of

these foreigners, since here was abundant food for their beasts. The old fishing and hunting

folk who lived close to lakes and streams was rapidly subdued in most places, and the same

destiny undoubtedly stroke the dispersed farming communities, unless they succeeded in

reaching eastern Jutland, where their kinsfolk, the megalithic people, was densely situated.

(Glob 1945: 242, authot’s translation from Danish)

HELLE VANDKILDE

This article critically examines archaeologies of the
Stone and Bronze Ages by looking at them through
a broad contemporary framework. Although clearly
including warriors in explanations of material tran-
sitions from one culture to another, the academic
discourse of archaeology has strangely ignored war-
fare and violence as relevant aspects of past human
activity, an apparent contradiction that this article
will examine and debate.l

Power, dominance and coercion are almost
inevitably connected to warfare and its principal
actors, soldiers and warriors, brutally interfering with
human existence almost everywhere in our late mod-
ern world. These factors, embedded in a 21st century
setting, make it obvious that warfare should be an
object of archaeological study. More generally, war
seems to be a central ingredient in social reproduction
and change, which constitutes another reason for
engaging in the study of war, warfare and warriors.
However, looking back at the Stone and Bronze Age
archaeology of the 20th century, it becomes clear
that archaeologists have studied weaponry, and in
some measure warriors, but not war. There are
notable exceptions, but possible reasons for the gen-
eral absence of an interest in violence need to be
outlined and debated. Warfare and violence began
to enter the archaeological discourse only after c.

1995. Compared to the general implementation of
anthropological and sociological theories in archae-
ology (late 1960s and early 1970s), war studies thus
arrive on the scene much delayed. Even after this
date the theme is quite often embarked upon as
something set aside from the rest of social practice.

Vencl (1984) has argued that the absence of war-
fare studies in prehistoric archaeology is linked to the
inadequacy of archaeological sources. It is undoubt-
edly true that archaeological data do not reflect the
ratio of war in prehistory. Trauma is probably under-
represented, and so are weapons of organic materials
(Capelle 1982). However, direct and indirect evidence
of war-related violence is by no means non-existent
(Figs. 1-4). The number of prehistoric weapons,
including fortifications, is huge, and iconographic
presentations of war and warriors in art and rituals
supplement the picture, as do examinations of pat-
terns of wear and damage on swords (cf. Bridgford
1997; Kristiansen 2002). Skeletal traumata are, in fact,
relatively frequent in European prehistory when it
is taken into account that skeletons are often not
well preserved, they are not routinely examined for
marks of violence and that much physical violence
does not leave visible traces on the skeleton. The
evidence is most certainly adequate as a basis for
studies of violence and war.
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FIG. 1: The mass grave from Wassenaar in the
Netherlands (after Louwe Kooijmans 1993) provides con-
crete evidence of war-related violence at the end of the
Early Bronze Age, c. 1700 BC. It also testifies to the bru-
tality, horror, and finality of prehistoric war hence belying
the celebrative tales of brave warriors and peaceful peas-
ants. Twelve individuals — six men of warrior age, four
adolescents and children in addition to one or two women

— had been interred in a large grave pit following a certain
regulated pattern. This suggests that despite the abnormal
burial practice the bodies had been at least provisionally
cared for by surviving kin or women taken captive by the
victors. Three of the males had received cutting blows on
their skull and arms, while a fourth male had been
wounded, probably fatally, by a flint arrowhead sitting

in situ in the rib cage; one child had been decapitated.
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The reason why war has played a small part in the
archaeology of the 20th century must be searched
for elsewhere. Insufficient evidence is hardly the core
of the matter. Rather the existent evidence has been
ignored, underestimated, rationalised, or idealised —
for example, through the use of soft metaphors for
war (unrest, troubled times, etc.). The initially weak
presence of war and the belated appearance of war
studies are arguably linked to the politics and wars
of contemporary society, but they are simultane-
ously entrenched in two myths about the primitive
other, which have persuasively influenced European
thought at least since the 17th century. These myths
have had a considerable impact on archaeological
interpretations, which are divided into two tales
positioned at either end of the scale commemorat-
ing certain stereotypical identities and societies with
contemporary political meanings; these interpreta-
tions have circulated within the discipline and have
also been communicated to the public.

The two tales of prehistoric society are interpretive
traditions, or trends, rather than schools of thought,
inasmuch as they contain different theoretical
stances which may not consent to the classification
undertaken here. They partly co-exist and they even
compete with each other. Each trend is joined
together by a related understanding of society and of
how and to what degree social change is generated.
The first trend conjures up warriors — though not
always explicitly — and advocates prehistoric society
as an organism that changes through human
agency, often suddenly and radically. The second
trend evokes peaceful hunters, peasants and traders
- indeed the antitheses of the warrior — by proposing
a view of prehistoric society as a mainly reproduc-
tive organism, involving a stepwise or slow long-
term social evolution.

I shall insist that it is not sufficient merely to add
war to the themes that archaeology can study. The
seriousness of the topic demands that we discuss
how war should be studied and portrayed. Is it really
indispensable to incorporate the vicious face of war
in archaeological studies of this phenomenon? This
is a relevant question because the archaeology of the
late 1990s has analysed war in a strictly rational
fashion. In this respect the newest war anthropolo-
gy can potentially inform the archaeological study
of war. Furthermore, the present contribution wishes
to promote an understanding of warfare as a social
phenomenon which cannot be studied isolated from

its social context and which needs an adequate the-
oretical framework. The position taken is, in short,
that warfare is a flow of communally based social
action aimed at violent confrontation with the other.
Being a warrior is consequently a social identity
founded in warfare.

The following account is intended to lay out the
history of research in broad brush strokes and in
doing so it draws on examples from European, and
particularly Scandinavian, Stone and Bronze Age
archaeology. No attempt is made at comprehen-
siveness.

Warriors, but little war

A vigorous tradition in 20th century archaeology has
envisioned prehistoric society as an unstable entity
which was transformed through radical events.
Sudden material changes were explained as a result
of migration or revolution, often with fierce warriors
as front figures. Economic and social forces of power,
tensions and underlying contradictions generated
revolutions, whereas invading aristocracies formed
the essence of migrations. This warrior tradition
took shape in the beginning of the century and in
its earlier phase it included first and foremost V. G.
Childe and contemporaries of the empiricist school.
Childe was indeed the inventor of revolutions in
prehistory, though not of migration, which emerged
in archaeological thought at the end of the 19th
century and continued well into the 20th (Trigger
1980: 24ff, 102ff; Champion 1990). Later, Grahame
Clark diagnosed the obsession with migrations as
‘invasion neurosis’ (Clark 1966: 173). This was no
exaggeration: especially in central Europe, deposi-
tions of valuables were associated with an unsteady
political situation in the wake of ethnic migration
(Bradley 1990: 15).

Whilst Childe characteristically drew a complex
map of social change, he also composed vivid scenes
of migrating people with armed warriors in front,
sometimes on horseback. Waves of migrating Beaker
folk, for example, put an end to egalitarian clan
society, forever changing the European societies of
the Neolithic Period (1946: 41).

The last warrior group to appear in the archaeological record
from Western and Central Europe played a far more construc-
tive part than hitherto mentioned. For though they travelled

fast and far in small well-armed bands, their objectives were
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not only pastures and arable lands, but also raw materials for
trade and industry, and smiths accompanied them. (Childe
1958: 144)

He imposed the same model upon a series of other
archaeological cultures exhibiting a sudden and mas-
sive geographical expansion, notably the forerunner
of Bell Beakers, the Battle-Axe warriors, who became
pastoral overlords of the local peasants they subdued
during their conquest of new land (op. cit.: 142f).
Despite his fondness of the warrior model, Childe
was reluctant to incorporate war as a force in histo-
ry. He nevertheless included warfare in some of his
later works, but merely ascribed it to the economic
greed of aristocrats (1951[1936]: 134; 1941: 133).

A similar line of thought recurred in P.V. Glob’s
study of the Single Grave Culture, the Danish version
of the Battle-Axe Culture. Presumably influenced by
Childe, Glob evoked a lively scenario of invading
warrior nomads, axe wielding and on horseback
(cf. the opening quotation). In his great survey of
Danish prehistory, published first in 1938-40,
Johannes Bregndsted conjured up several intrusions
of warrior groups during the Neolithic Period. He
even employed a Marxist-Childean vocabulary, not
least when categorising the Bronze Age as a class
society with an aristocratic upper class of warriors
and an oppressed peasant class (Brondsted I, 1957;
II, 1958: 10). War and violence were, however,
absent.

Structural Marxist approaches of the late 1970s and
1980s continued this tradition even if internal social
dynamics and structural contradictions replaced
migration as the cause of rapid social change. In
studies by Susan Frankenstein and Michael Rowlands
(1978; Rowlands 1980), warriors were in particular
related to competition for rank. Kristian Kristiansen
has similarly made use of warriors in seeking to
explain the archaeological record of the Bronze Age
(1982; 1984a; 1984b; 1991b; 1998; 1999). An exam-
ination of wear traces on Bronze Age swords showed
that they were used in real fighting as well as in
the display of social rank (Kristiansen 1984a; 2002).
The notion of the rise of a warrior class on the back-
ground of structural change was also present in my
own studies of the earliest Bronze Age (Vandkilde
1996; 1998; 1999). Yet these studies rarely men-
tioned war and violence.

Hedeager and Kristiansen (1985) reused the struc-
tural Marxist model in their pioneering article that

made war an object of study. The article highlights
the social functions of warfare, notably describing
fighting as a route to social success. Jarl Nordbladh
(1989) resumed this thread in his study of ‘armour
and fighting in the south Scandinavian Bronze Age’.
Petroglyphs and graves alike celebrated war heroes
in a socially unbalanced society in which

fighting was probably very ritualised and often unequal with
rules guaranteeing the safety of the most noble and prescribing
more spectacular and serious duels for persons of lower rank.
(Nordbladh 1989: 331)

What was envisioned was a rather bloodless theatre
kind of war.

It is possible to similarly categorise one branch of
the post-Processual archaeology of the late 1980s
and early 1990s because of the key role attributed to
social domination and inherent conflict (Miller and
Tilley 1984: 5ff; Shanks and Tilley 1987: 72f). This
branch considered power as central to social life, but
hardly mentioned violence and bloodshed at all. In
her studies of the Danish Middle Neolithic, Charlotte
Damm was inspired by post-processual ideas, espe-
cially Christopher Tilley’s work on the Swedish
Battle-Axe culture (Tilley 1984). Widespread social
upheavel instituted the Single Grave Culture in
Jutland:

I consider it likely that a break with the existing society in one
of these groups led to general uprising and the emergence of
a new social and material order in large parts of the North
European lowland. (Damm 1993: 202)

Damm believed her views of the Single Grave culture
to be in opposition to the earlier studies by Glob
(1945) and Kristiansen (1991a), who argued for ethnic
migration rather than cultural construction. What
they had in common, however, was an emphasis on
rapid change through human agency, and, further-
more, a lack of definite reference to the waging of
war even if their theoretical framework presupposed
such activities.

To sum up: despite the fact that the model of
migration and revolution does not envision peaceful
interaction, warfare and violence are seldom men-
tioned, and this is regardless of the precise theoretical
persuasion. The entire explanatory trend underplays
the violence it so clearly implies. Even when the
armed individuals — implicitly males — are termed

60 - CONCEPTIONS OF WARFARE IN WESTERN THOUGHT



‘warriors’, brutality and killing do not form part of
their actions. The violent face of massive ethnic
migration and social revolution is ignored, under-
stated or simply not realised. The scholars who men-
tion or examine warfare — notably Childe, Rowlands,
Hedeager and Kristiansen, and Nordbladh — under-
play its deadly and destructive effects on human life
and society while emphasising the heroic aspect or

its socio-economic functions; hence, they describe
fighting as mostly ritualised and related to social
presentation and rivalry. Richard Bradley (1990:
139ff) similarly suggests an interpretation of the
flamboyant weapon sacrifices of the Late Bronze
Age in terms of ‘potlatch as surrogate warfare’. A
relationship between rituals and warfare is certainly
valid, but so-called ritual war is an ambiguous con-
cept. Even if it occurred it would only be one com-
ponent of a warfare pattern (Otterbein 1999: 796ff).
We are in other words presented with an idealised

image of revolution, migration and warriors in pre-
history.

Various subjective influences may hide a key to
the lack of realism. The above portraits of Stone and
Bronze Age society, and the warrior trend in general,
undoubtedly respond to war-related events in the
contemporary world. Several of the scholars behind
the warrior tale have sympathised with left-wing TN S
politics and ideology up through the 20th century — Wi

s

maybe the most violent and warlike ever and thus
encroaching upon most people’s lives in one way or

FIG. 2: The gallery grave at Over Vindinge in Proestg
County in southern Zealand (after Vandkilde 2000) with
remains of several interments and a small collection of
humble grave goods. The pelvis of a mature male pre-
served the tip of a bronze spearhead, shot into his lower
back from behind (cp. close-up). The wound was not
immediately fatal since there are signs of regrowth/heal-
ing. The spearhead can be tentatively identified as of
Valsgmagle type, datable to Bronze Age Period IB (1600-
1500 BC). Bronze weapons were then clearly employed
in acts of violence and war, simultaneously however with
other potential uses and meanings in the social field.
This period saw the emergence of a new social order with
emphasis on new forms of social conduct and material
culture among an elite. Evidently, struggles for power did
not only pertain to ideology and socio-politics; warfare
violently affected people’s lives. I Lo
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the other. With the exception of extremist versions,
the left wing was from the onset tied up with anti-
war movements. One possible reason for the miss-
ing, or understated, violence could be that pacifist
attitudes coloured the archaeology of revolution
and migration; another reason could be rooted in
idealist attitudes to riots and radical social transfor-
mation. Quite possibly, these reasons have interacted.
A proportion of revolutionary romanticism does
seem to inhabit the work of Childe and contempo-
raries like Glob and Brendsted as well as later struc-
tural-Marxists and post-processualists.

Women as prehistoric agents entered the dis-
course rather late, and then rarely mixed up with
warriors, power and migration. The later work of
Marija Gimbutas from the mid-1970s was a forceful
and feminist exception. In her vision, Old Europe
was a peaceful place ruled by women and structured
by female values. Migrating bands of horse-mount-
ed warriors from the Eurasian steppes destroyed this
paradise, and Old Europe never recovered. Social
order and cultural values were reversed, and New
Europe became a thoroughly male-dominated and
violent place (Gimbutas 1982[1974]: 9).

This explanation of the archaeological record has
naturally not escaped criticism since it does not real-
ly agree with the evidence (Héausler 1994; Chapman
1999). It is nevertheless interesting because of its
unique position. Gimbutas treads in the footsteps of
Childe with her emphasis upon warriors and migra-
tion, but her explanation contrasts with those of her
contemporaries in two ways: firstly, it has an inherent
binary opposition of warlike maleness and peaceful
femaleness, female gender representing the domi-
nated part. This certainly recalls ‘radical’ feminist
ideology of the 1970s. Secondly, it contains an
unusually direct reference to a state of violence and
warfare, which is considered fatal for human life
and values of equality. These attitudes correlate with

FIG. 3: Presentations of fighting warriors, some of
them on ships. Bronze Age carvings on rock at Kville in
Bohuslin in Sweden (after Nordbladh 1989). These and
similar pictures have glorifying features, but the sport-like
duels doubtless were only one component of a warfare
pattern that included pirate expeditions, raids and other
kinds of warfare.
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her feminist stance. It is also related to her life out-
side the protected sphere of Western European aca-
demics. John Chapman has convincingly traced the
origin of Gimbutas’s dichotomous perception of an
Old and a New Europe in her idealised Lithuanian
childhood as opposed to the horrors of the Russian
invasion (Chapman 1998). There is certainly no
romanticised attitude to revolutions here.

Peaceful peasants

The reverse tradition had its breakthrough between
1940 and 1950. Here we find harmonious and egal-
itarian societies described as mostly static and with-
out latent conflict or underlying contradictions.
Hardworking and peaceful hunters, peasants and
traders replaced the armed warriors of the opposite
tradition, and emphasis was placed on the agrarian,
and otherwise economic, foundation of prehistoric
society, especially in the influential work of Grahame
Clark (e.g., 1939; 1952; 1975), whose focus upon
ecology and the function of culture, rather than upon
explaining cultural change, was a distinct reaction
against Childe’s Marxist approach (Trigger 1989:
264ff). Clark and Piggott (1978[1965]) characterised
the earlier Neolithic as peasant communities and
the later Neolithic and the Bronze Age as trading
communities based upon an expanding metal
industry.

Clark’s work inspired studies in settlement and
subsistence. A similar understanding of prehistoric
society with impact from the natural sciences under-
lay much empiricist archaeology outside the circles
of Cambridge University. Scandinavian settlement
archaeology effectively mediated a peaceful picture
of prehistoric society based on nature, subsistence
and cultural continuity (Fabech et al. 1999: 18). This
was evident in economist-ecological analyses of
Mesolithic settlement sites in Denmark. Seren H.
Andersen (e.g., 1972; 1975) described a life preoccu-
pied with the daily necessities of hunting and gath-
ering, a peaceful society in harmony with nature
and with other people. In the face of frequent skele-
tal trauma in Late Mesolithic Ertebglle burials,
Andersen, quite possibly due to his basic attitude,
underrated the significance of violence and conflict
by deeming it non-lethal, marginal and occasional
(Andersen 1981: 71f).B

A mainly reproductive vision of prehistory was
also clear-cut in studies by C. J. Becker and Mats

Malmer, who refuted that animosities between
Battle-Axe people and Funnel Beaker people ever
took place (Becker 1954: 132ff; Malmer 1962; 1989:
8ff). Becker expressed it this way:

When the two ethnic groups had the opportunity to meet —
according to our current knowledge of the finds — this proba-
bly happened quite peacefully and hardly in a warlike fash-

ion. (Becker 1954: 143, author’s translation from German)

They envisioned peaceful interaction between the
various Stone Age cultures, hence stressing cultural
and social continuity. Battle-axes were status sym-
bols, not tools of war, since prehistoric society was
inherently peaceful (Malmer 1989: 8). H.C. Broholm
used much the same vocabulary, interpreting the
Nordic Bronze Age as a primitive and peaceable
peasant culture without marked social differentia-
tion (1943-44). In the early 1980s, Poul Otto Nielsen
even claimed that society largely remained static
throughout the Neolithic and the Bronze Age (1981:
154ff). These studies clearly underestimated the
potential social significance of large-scale material
changes and ignored the possibility of warlike
encounters. This tradition correlated remarkably
with the views of the Danish social anthropologist
Kaj Birket-Smith, who in an influential study from
the early 1940s characterised the primitive other
encountered by ethnographers as essentially peace-
ful and preoccupied with subsistence (Birket-Smith
1941-42: e.g., 138ff).I

Although concerned with processes of social
change, and with explaining it, New Archaeology
performed the reorientation of the discipline with-
out warriors and war, interpreting the weapons -
undeniable there — as symbols of social status (cf.
Vandkilde 2000: 6ff). Social evolution became a core
point due to substantial influence from the neo-evo-
lutionism that developed in social anthropology
from the 1940s onwards. Prehistoric society accord-
ingly progressed towards still greater complexity in
evolutionary sequences from band to tribe to chief-
dom and eventually the state. Change was either
imperceptibly slow or occurred at the transition
between these societal categories brought about by
population pressure and ecological crises. Thus, in a
long-term perspective social reproduction was
thought to be much more normal than social trans-
formation. Jergen Jensen’s analyses of Danish pre-
history (1979; 1982) represented a Processual — neo-
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evolutionist view; he emphasised population pres-
sure, ecology, economy and long-term social trends,
and even when he recognised war as a characteristic
teature of ethnographic tribes (Jensen 1979: 113),
this insight was not really used to explain the fre-
quency of weaponry in the Danish past. He mainly
regarded weapons as symbols of superior social rank
and performing key social functions in gift exchange
between high ranking members of society (ibid.:
1471f).

This essentially static view of society in New
Archaeology accords with the empiricist view of pre-
historic society as largely unchanging. They agree in
describing prehistoric man as hunter, peasant and
trader rather than warrior — the female half of society
still being without a place in history. Prehistoric
society was a peaceful place characterised by evolu-
tion rather than revolution and migration, socially
balanced and economically prosperous due to the
efforts of skilled hunters, successful traders and,
most particularly, hard-working peasants.

This major chronicle of Stone and Bronze Age
society also responded socially to important war-
related events in the contemporary world. The
described perception of the past can be linked to a
very similar ideal of modern - i.e., post Second World
War — Western society’s concern with technological
development, human progress, harmony, welfare and
peace; hence confirming it (cf. Trigger 1989: 289).
This optimistic attitude to life was ultimately a reac-
tion to years of hardship, wars and genocide, and it
had a profound impact on how European prehisto-
ry was perceived and mediated. After the Second
World War the assessment of the prehistoric being
as innately non-violent and preoccupied with sub-
sistence, production and trade became quite domi-
nant. But the opposite stance survived and had a
revival, especially in the years after c.1980 with the
Marxist recovery — now in Structuralist bedding —
and with the power-branch of post-Processual
archaeology.

Chiefly warriors, and more war

During the last ten years the warrior tale has pre-
vailed, and social categories like warrior elite, warrior
aristocracy, warrior or martial society increasingly
inhabit archaeological interpretations. Warfare is
usually allowed, but the language often retains cele-
brative undertones:

The appearance of warrior aristocracies represents the forma-
tion of a new chiefly elite culture in Europe. It was embedded
in new rituals, in new ideas of social behaviour and life style
(body care, clothing, etc), and in a new architecture of housing
and landscape. It centred around values and rituals of heroic
warfare, power and honour, and it was surrounded by a set of
new ceremonies and practices. They included ritual drinking,
the employment of trumpets or lurs in warfare and ritual, spe-
cial dress, special stools, and sometimes chariots. It meant
that chiefs were both ritual leaders and leaders of war.
(Kristiansen 1999: 180-81)

Similar views are being widely communicated and
also transmitted to the public, not least by scholars
studying the Bronze Age (cf. Demakopoulou et al.
1998). They mediate an elitist and heroic stereotype
of the Bronze Age, stressing cultural similarities on a
pan-European scale, and thus, incidentally, hinting
at a tie to a modern European project, which also
conceals cultural differences (Grohn 2004; Gramsch
2000). The increasing popularity of warriors in
archaeological interpretations at the transition to
the 21st century is a follow-up of the celebrative
tale of the warrior so distinct during the previous
century, in which warriors are viewed as the brave-
hearted heads of society. There is likewise an incli-
nation to focus one-sidedly upon the privileged
upper classes as if these were the only agents of sig-
nificance. Sameness is contended in warriorhood in
Europe regardless of time and place. The paired
institution of the war chieftain and his retinue
described in later writings (such as ‘Indo-European’
sources, Tacitus’ Germania and medieval sources to
the feudal Gefolgschaft) is in the process of finding
its way back in time into the Neolithic and the
Bronze Age (e.g., Treherne 1995). In recent writings,
the warrior thus tends to be an unchangeable iden-
tity, embedded in social constancy, despite the often
underlying evolutionary idea of prehistory society
as tending towards increasing complexity. It remains
a rigid construct that is not really negotiated with
archaeological data.

The current prevalence of the warrior tale is pre-
sumably related to the belated appearance around
1995 of specific studies of violence and war in archae-
ology. This is an important event, which is marked
by Lawrence Keeley’s influential publication War
before Civilisation: the Myth of the Peaceful Savage
(1996), followed by a veritable explosion in studies
of war. Quite possibly, the dramatic increase in ethnic
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FIG. 4: Late Neolithic pressure-flaked flint arrowheads
— hafting reconstructed — from Denmark (after Nielsen
1981; reproduced with the kind permission of Flemming
Bau). Their elaborate shape suggests they were meant for
warfare, simultaneously however with other functions and
meanings relating to social identification. The number of
weapons preserved from Neolithic and Bronze Age Europe
is huge, and it is very unlikely that their uses were restrict-
ed to the sociable peace of community life and religion.

wars and genocides of the 1990s among dissolving
national states on several continents has contributed
to this sudden escalation. Especially, the massive
media coverage may have made it difficult to carry
on ignoring or idealising archaeological data of war
and violence.

Studies of violence and war were undertaken
somewhat earlier in Iron Age research (cf. Brun
1988; Jorgensen and Clausen 1997; Ringtved 1999
with references). Research on the Late Bronze Age
and the Iron Age has been generally more willing to
incorporate war in its interpretations. I believe that
the evolutionary thinking that has also influenced
social anthropology is an important factor here. If
indigenous people without war, or with so-called rit-
ual war, are placed at the bottom of the evolution-
ary ladder then warfare has to get more common as
the complexity of society increases.

Commemorative myths

The archaeological traditions of warriors and peas-
ants mostly pacify the past and populate it with
idealised figures of male identity. The scholars
involved in the debate, predominantly men, con-
sciously produce their views of prehistory in dis-
agreement or agreement with existent views and
this may have contributed to the academic repro-
duction of two stereotyped perceptions of prehis-
toric society positioned at each end of the scale: a
disruptive and discordant society or a peaceful and
harmonious society. As argued above they reflect a
politicised impact from contemporary events, but
much deeper-lying myths have doubtless been
influential in creating and sustaining the two tales
of warriors and peasants.

Even if war and violence are not really central to
the former of the stereotypes, I believe both of them

ARCHAEOLOGY AND WAR - 65



have their origin in the history of European identity
created and recreated in the face of growing colo-
nialism. The warrior tale and the peasant tale can be
claimed to incorporate two dominant myths about
the primitive other, which have been reproduced
probably on a continuous scale at least since the 17th
century. The bellicose and brutal savage emerges in
Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan (1958[1651]) and reap-
pears in a different form in Karl Marx’ conflicting
and latently violent society. This being is in contrast
to the noble and peaceful savage who originates in
Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s romantic writings and who
in a sense recurs in Max Weber’s consensual society.
The two tales are, in effect, a modern commemo-
ration of heroes in the same way as heroes have been
celebrated in past societies through material means
— a social presentation with limited bearing on the
real world of the past, or the present for that matter.
The past — insofar as this can be treated as a unit —
was no doubt characterised by rivalling myths about
heroes and heroines, probably in stark contrast to
the realities of most people’s lives. This is also valid
for our own time. Sanimir Resic (1999; chapter 27)
has recently identified celebrations of warriorhood
and combative actions before, during and after the
Vietnam War (1965-1973). This romanticisation
included not only the official propaganda, but also
the stories the soldiers told family and friends in
letters. Idolising warriors and the idealisation of
warlike behaviour have deeply permeated contem-
porary society as well as its interpretation of history.
It may be added here that nothing indicates that war
in so-called primitive societies should be less bloody
than in so-called civilised societies (Keeley 1996;
Helbling 1996; Wiessner and Tumu 1998: 119ff,
152f). Rather, the frequency of war and violence
varies with the specific cultural and social setting.
Keeley’s book from 1996 was pioneering in that it
helped to encourage war studies in archaeology. His
key message is that archaeologists and anthropologist
who have nourished the Rousseauian notion of the
noble savage have utterly pacified the past.! While
this portrayal of the historiography is not entirely
wrong, it is inadequate. The recurrence of the warrior
theme throughout the 20th century supplements
the picture, as do early studies by Childe, Gimbutas,
Rowlands, Hedeager and Kristiansen, Nordbladh and
Vencl, who to varying extents incorporate or study
war. If anything, two myths have coexisted: the
peaceful savage and a fierce and potentially warlike

savage. Otterbein has expressed a similar critique
towards the anthropological part of Keeley’s book
(1999: 794, 800ff).

The history of research can now be summarised.
Two opposite tales of prehistoric society have coex-
isted, and probably still do. The warrior tale with its
emphasis on revolution and migration grew strong
during the first half of the century while the peasant
tale with its emphasis on harmonious, industrious
and imperceptibly changing societies gradually came
into focus after c. 1945 and then receded again in
the 1980s. It is characteristic that the brutal and
deadly side of the warrior tale is usually left out or
transformed into soft warfare, while the possibility
of violence and war is completely ignored by those
advocating the peasant tale. During the last decade
or so the warrior tale has resumed a predominant
position, coinciding in part with a veritable boom in
war and violence studies from c. 1995. This whole
trajectory reflects differential social responses to con-
temporary politics and wars, while simultaneously,
however, incorporating deeply rooted European
myths that celebrate opposite ideals of society and
masculinity.

Anthropology, archaeology and war

Social anthropology has likewise had ‘hawks’ and
‘doves’ advocating opposite societal stereotypes
based on the myths of the peaceful or warlike savage
(Otterbein 1999). Anthropology has, however, been
much more willing to make war an object of study.
An explosion in anthropological warfare studies
occurred between 1960 and 1980, including classic
ethnographies as well as theoretical analyses of the
causes and effects of war (ibid.). Developments in
the anthropology of war can potentially improve on
the understanding of archaeological views on the
subject and ultimately enrich archaeological studies
of prehistoric war. A comparison is therefore under-
taken below.

Otterbein (1999) operates with a four-phased
process of development in the research history of the
anthropology of war: during the Foundation Period
(c.1850-¢.1920) warfare was not a central concern for
the prevailing evolutionary approaches to ethnogra-
phy, but a strong database was produced showing
that very few societies were without war. During the
Classical Period (c.1920-c.1960) these data were large-
ly ignored. The myth of the peaceful savage emerged
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from evolutionary thinking inasmuch as indigenous
people without war or with so-called ritual war were
considered to be at the lower stages of development.
During the Golden Age (c.1960-c.1980), two opposite
sides were formed: those that believed in the ‘peace-
ful savage’ and those that believed in the ‘warlike
savage’. A veritable explosion in warfare studies
occurred, classic ethnographies as well as diverse
theoretical analyses concerned with the causes and
effects of war. In the Recent Period (c.1980 onward)
the handling of warfare has been simplified to com-
prise fewer theories, and a new interest has formed
regarding ethnic wars and genocide. A controversy
has developed between ‘hawks’ arguing that man'’s
nature is to wage war and ‘doves’ arguing that man'’s
nature is to live peacefully. The latter position con-
siders war as a result of expanding and warring states,
the so-called ‘tribal zone theory’, or the result of
states dissolving into warring ethnic groups (ibid.).
The differences between the historiographies of
the two disciplines are striking, even if there is also
a similarity in the fact that opposite myths have
partly coexisted and interacted. Whilst the partial
entanglement of archaeology and anthropology is
generally apparent (Gosden 1999) the two disci-
plines have informed each other surprisingly little
as regards the issue of warfare and warriors despite
the possibility that new insight might have been
achieved through a cross-dialogue. The tribal-zone
theory proposed by Ferguson and Whitehead (1992),
for instance, would not have survived unmodified
for long if archaeological sources of prehistory had
been consulted. The anthropological database of
peace and war might similarly have been used to
assess critically the two tales of warriors and peasants
in archaeology. Moreover, the dramatic increase in
warfare studies during anthropology’s Golden Age
failed to achieve any profound impact on archaeol-
ogy. It is therefore unlikely that the breakthrough of
archaeological war studies in the mid-1990s is direct-
ly linked to anthropology. Rather it is connected to
the growth in ethnic-based wars after c. 1990 as sug-
gested above. A related aspect is that neo-evolutionist
approaches in social anthropology heavily influ-
enced the first theoretical applications in archaeolo-
gy in the 1960s and 1970s and even later. According
to this view, peace ruled the lower stages of societal
development, and this state of affairs was thus auto-
matically transferred to prehistory. A general feature
is furthermore that in anthropology the emphasis

has clearly been on warfare as structure, whereas in
archaeology the focus has been upon the specialised
agent of war, the warrior, in a heavily idolised ver-
sion. The anthropology of war, by comparison, con-
tains little reference to the agents of war, notably the
warriors, who are out of focus and undertheorised.

Stereotyped understandings of society are defi-
nitely not absent in anthropology, as the debate
between ‘hawks’ and ‘doves’ demonstrates, but the
realist constituent has nevertheless in general been
more substantially present. This difference could be
rooted in the material sources of archaeology, which
perhaps makes it more innately disposed to produce
stereotyped visions of society. The precise handling
of war in anthropology has more recently undergone
considerable changes, thus bringing forth another
dimension of the historiography. There is generally
a development from explaining war through cross-
cultural comparisons to understanding war in its
specific social context. In addition, the realist com-
ponent has moved more and more into the focus of
research. At least four traditions can be outlined,d
even if they do not occur completely separated from
each other.

First, a materialist-functionalist approach locates
the causes of war in the competition over scarce
resources (females, food, land, etc.). It is sometimes
argued that war has a positive effect in that it redis-
tributes agents more fittingly across the landscape.
Second, a structural approach claims that the expla-
nation of war lies in the patterns of social structures;
the individual actor is without much significance.
Warfare either results from a breakdown of social
norms, or war is capable of reproducing and chang-
ing social norms. A third tradition is the structure-
agency approach, which considers action/agent and
social structure as mutually dependent and insepara-
ble, and moreover does not see a dichotomy between
examining war as ‘verstehen’ and ‘erkldren’. War
and violent conflict are regarded as strategic action
situated within the continuities of social practice.
This approach has so far only been used in modern
settings, but doubtless also has potential in studies
of prehistoric war and violence. Fourth, a fairly new
approach strives to understand war by focussing
directly upon the violent acts and their meanings in
the cultural and social contexts that created them. A
related approach is concerned with the subjective
sphere of the war victims; that is, their personal feel-
ings of pain and hopelessness when they experience
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war and post-war. One focal point has been the
breakdown of social life, another the re-building of it.

This fourth development in some ways breaks
with the classic anthropology of warfare of the first
three traditions,! which may be summarised thus:
despite the experienced disorder of war it can be
analysed on its social and historical background and
it can be compared cross-culturally; structured and
ordered patterns will then reveal themselves in the
rear-view mirror. From an archaeological point of
view this is a reasonable approach, but it needs to be
supplemented by elements from the fourth tradi-
tion: the terrible face of war as experienced by the
participants should be added to the interpretation.
Likewise, the culturally specific meanings of war
and violence should be considered - even the possi-
bility that they may deviate substantially from our
own values in this respect. A past with deviating cul-
tural values should be allowed, but nevertheless
critically assessed. Simon Harrison has made this
important point by comparing warfare in the
Highlands and coastal areas of Papua New Guinea
(1989), illustrating how the attitude to war and vio-
lence varied even within this region.

In the Highlands, warfare was conducted and per-
ceived in a manner that Europeans find fairly easy
to understand. Warfare was regarded simply as a vio-
lent form of sociability, and anger and aggression
were conceptualised rationally as a drive to use vio-
lence. In a strategy of revenge, killings were recipro-
cated as a harmful alternative to gift exchange,
simultaneously emphasising and confirming male
companionship (Harrison 1989: 586). By contrast,
in the endogamous villages of the Lowlands all out-
siders were regarded as enemies inasmuch as they
threatened the internal universe of everyday social
life; this demonisation of the other, however, was a
mainly male point of view. Warfare was aimed at
outsiders, legitimated through the use of hunting
metaphors and undertaken as ritual action centred
on the village male cult. Through a ritual process
each of the men became transformed into another
person: the initiated men took on a ritual mask of
war making them capable of extreme and indiscrim-
inate violence; their ‘spirits’ went ahead of them
performing the atrocities (ibid.: 586ff). This is not
aggression in the Western sense; rather it is impas-
siveness, withdrawal from emotion and suspension
of any feeling (which was probably not shared by
the victims). Marshall Sahlins explained warfare

among tribes as a total breakdown of existent nor-
mative rules of sociability, but this theory is not
valid in Lowland New Guinea, says Harrison (ibid.:
583, 590f). Through secret rituals of magic the initi-
ated men divorced themselves entirely from the
social world of their community and outsiders alike,
thus setting aside morals and norms (Harrison 1989:
591; 1993; cf. also 1996). Rituals are thus in this
context used to create a social space for the enact-
ment of violence.

In summary, prior to 1995, when archaeology
finally broached the topic of warfare more consis-
tently, social anthropology experienced a renewal of
the subject in the direction of a marked interest in
uncovering the multiple cultural meanings of atroc-
ities committed during ethnic wars and in revealing
the human pain and disaster involved in all wars.
The archaeology of war, as performed hitherto, com-
pares best with the first and second of the above four
attitudes to war in social anthropology and sociolo-
gy. There is, however, no doubt that the remaining
positions can provide useful alternatives and sup-
plements. The structure-agency approach may prove
especially valuable to archaeology, but obviously the
fourth approach contains subjective elements that
cannot be ignored.

Towards an archaeology
of warfare and warriors

The question is how to avoid the pitfalls associated
with dealing with the issues of warfare and warriors
in the past? The answer can never be definite,
because we all fall victim to subjective influences. A
few suggestions should nevertheless be made. One
possibility for a better understanding of warfare and
warriors clearly lies in theoretical reflection, but of
course also in taking into account the empirical data-
base as it stands. In addition, archaeological studies
have to mediate the viciousness of war-related vio-
lence even if the participants in prehistoric wars can
no longer be interviewed.

Archaeology must resist thinking in dichotomies,
and thus discard the historically and ideologically
rooted, contrasting pre-understandings of the other.
We are in the habit of thinking in rigid categories,
often in contrasts, as lan Hodder points out (1997).
The possibility of a variety of in-between positions
must be considered, the growing database optimisti-
cally exercising an increasing constraint on the
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number of possible interpretations. There is evi-
dently a need to diversify a rather static view of the
prehistoric warrior by taking into account the varie-
gated social realms of this being, archaeologically,
sociologically and ethnographically. The archaeo-
logical database of the European Neolithic and the
Bronze Age, for example, possesses the potential to
gain insight into the ways of the warrior. The precise
nature of prehistoric discourses, being mainly mate-
rial and thus silent, should not be considered a dis-
advantage, inasmuch as social and material practice
always interact. People at all times have produced
and utilised material culture, which therefore
embodies visible patterns and underlying structures
of human actions and thoughts, hence also the more
violent aspects of these (cp. chapters 31-34).
Viewed across time and space, warriorhood is a
complex social institution (see Vandkilde, chapter
26) which thrives in eras of prolonged war as well as
in periods of more limited warfare and even peace.
Warriorhood as social identity feeds on very different
human qualities, notably bravery and brutality, and
interpretations have to include these. Within the
two extreme positions described above queries about
aggression or peace too easily become a question of
being: humans are by nature aggressive or peaceful
(Vandkilde and Bertelsen 1999). An alternative
approach is to regard warfare — when it occurs — as
part of social practice; one kind of social action
amongst many others. This promotes a relational
understanding of warriors as a social identity con-
stantly being negotiated with other social identities
within society. This furthermore highlights the fact
that the meaning of warfare and warriors — apart
from being culturally specific — also depends on the
perspective of the agents, and on their varied and
changing identifications in society, including
whether they are victors or victims.
Anthropological literature sometimes describes
societies as being in a constant state of war or peace,
but these absolutist expressions may well hide vari-
ations in scale, purpose, meaning and frequency.
This point is evident in Polly Wiessner and AKkii
Tumu’s recent historical-anthropological analysis of
the Mae Enga in Highland Papua New Guinea
(1998: 1191f, 152f). Throughout their history Enga
were concerned with warfare, but seen through his-
torical glasses the scale of warlike activities never-
theless fluctuated, the degree of viciousness being
dependent on the objectives of the conflicting parties.

A similar message is conferred in Simon Harrison's
The Mask of War (1993), about the Lowland New
Guinea Avatip for whom war belonged in a ritual
dimension separated from the sociable peace of com-
munity life. Even among the notoriously warlike
Yanomami in southern Venezuela and northern
Brazil, the frequency of war varied according to the
region and time: Jirg Helbling (1996) argues that
hostility and warlike behaviour prevail in the region
merely because it is too risky to engage in a strategy
of peace. These cases accord with the suggestion
made here, namely, to regard warfare as strategy and
action rather than a trait rooted in biology. Warfare
and related social activities thus constitute an iden-
tity-forming frame that may result in identification
as warrior and, ultimately, exclusionist institutions
comprising warriors.

Archaeology has tended to treat warfare as if
divorced from the rest of social practice (cf. Thorpe
2001). Approaches to early warfare ought to become
more nuanced with recognition of its ideal and real
aspects and examination of its social setting and his-
torical background. The same is of course valid for
studies of warriors: their real and ideal features must
be approached and related to other identities of age,
gender, rank and profession (cf. Robb 1997;
Shepherd 1999). Recent anthropology and sociology
can be used here as a source of inspiration in that
warfare is generally regarded as intentional action
situated within the continuities of social practice
(cf. Jabri 1996). The perspective of warfare as a vio-
lent kind of social action is furthermore useful
because archaeological remains are essentially frag-
ments of past social action. War and violence are,
moreover, never accidental, since they are always
embedded in a cultural logic; therefore, attention
should be paid to the violent acts themselves, the
cultural meanings they carry and the cultural land-
scape that forms them.

At the threshold of the 21st century war finally
entered the archaeological agenda, hence making
interpretations accord better with the archaeological
sources. However, the terrible side of war has not yet
become part of archaeological histories, which are
usually written in a strictly analytical language. The
recent approach to war in archaeology recalls the
rationalisation of war that has been accomplished
in the sciences of the 19th and 20th centuries. From
Carl von Clausewitz onwards war has been system-
atically reduced to rules, procedures, functions,
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causes and effects as part of a modern political
agenda, thereby legitimising the slaughter on and
off the battlefield (Pick 1993: 165ff). Recent develop-
ments in the anthropology of war suggest that it is
possible to enhance the degree of realism.

During the last ten years the anthropological
handling of war has changed. A concern with under-
standing the actions, experiences, motives and feel-
ings of combatants, civilians and victims under the
chaotic conditions of war and post-war has supple-
mented the impersonal political-science analysis
(e.g., Nordstrom and Robben 1995; Nordstrom 1998;
Macek 2000; Kolind 2004; this volume chapter 29).
This particular interest is thus one of expression.
Physical pain is notably considered an irreducible
bodily experience which can never be wholly com-
municated and which therefore forms an instrument
of power (Scarry 1988). Feelings of meaninglessness
and pain under circumstances of war are on the
other hand universal in character (cf. Tarlow 1999:
20ff, 138ff). This means that the human suffering
involved can at least to some extent be communi-
cated in our reports regardless whether the war took
place in Jutland during the Middle Neolithic or in
Bosnia merely a few years ago.

Violence, hardship and death are situated at the
core of warfare and warriors; if left out the story
becomes incomplete and too easily a commemora-
tion of heroes. Skeletal trauma and weaponry in var-
ious archaeological contexts can be taken as direct
or indirect evidence of the presence of war and vio-
lence with everything it implies in terms of cultural
meaning, agency and human suffering. It is crucial
in our archaeologies to include the vicious face of war
and warriors. This is because idealisations of violent
identities and one-sided rationalisations of prehis-
toric war inevitably run the risk of legitimising the
use of violence and waging of war in our own time.

NOTES

1 The present article is a much-extended version of
Vandkilde 2003, especially as regards the history of the
research and the relationship between archaeology and
social anthropology.

2 The increase in evidence of trauma during the transition
to food production in Scandinavia is currently being re-
examined and debated (Thorpe n.d.; 2000 with refer-
ences; cp. also the present volume chapter 10).
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Candidates in archaeology attended Kaj Birket-Smith'’s
lectures at the University of Copenhagen. Birket-Smith
was influenced by the structural-functionalist tradition in
ethnography and cultural anthropology, notably by
Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1955).

War studies occur in the form of conference reports,
anthologies, monographs and articles: for instance,
Randsborg 1995; Carman 1997; Martin and Frayer 1997;
Maschner and Reedy-Maschner 1998; Osgood 1998;
Laffineur 1999; Louwe Kooijmans 1993; Fokkens 1999;
Earle 1997; Carman and Harding 1999; Osgood et al.
2000; Runciman 1999; Thorpe 2000; 2001; n.d.

Keeley (1996) renamed the Rousseauian notion of the
noble savage ‘myth of the peaceful savage’.

Here I am relying on Torsten Kolind (2004.) and a sum-
mary by Simon Harrison (1996 with references).

For example, Carneiro 1970; Chagnon 1968; Clastres
1994; Fergusson and Whitehead 1992; Haas 1990; Knauft
1990; 1991; Otterbein 1970; 1999 (with references);
Vayda 1960; Wiessner and Tumu 1998 and Wolf 1987.
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‘Total War’ and the Ethnography of New Guinea

ERIK BRANDT

‘I may add at once that I am a convinced pacifist. I
believe that modern warfare cannot in any way be
shown to be beneficent’, Bronislaw Malinowski
wrote in 1922. Having declared so, Malinowski con-
tinued that

savage warfare is something quite different, the toll in human
life and the suffering which it takes is as a rule relatively small.
On the other hand, it provides a wide field for physical exercise,
the development of personal courage, cunning and initiative,
and the sort of dramatic and romantic interest, the wide
vision of possibilities and ideals, which probably nothing else
can replace. (1961[1922]: 212)

He illustrated his point by relating something he
had learned during fieldwork:

Round the east end of New Guinea, where cannibalism and
headhunting flourish, the natives had the unpleasant habit of
making nocturnal raids, and of killing without any necessity,
and in unsportmanslike manner, women and children as well
as combatants. But when investigated more closely and con-
cretely, such raids appear rather as daring and dangerous
enterprises, crowned, as a rule, with but small success — half-
a-dozen victims or so — rather than as wholesale slaughter,
which indeed they never were. For the weaker communities

used to live in inaccessible fastnesses, perched high up above

precipitous slopes, and they used to keep good watch over the
coast. Now, when European rule has established peace and
security, these communities have come down to the sea-coast
and to swampy and unhealthy districts, and their numbers
have rapidly diminished. (ibid.: 213)

Malinowski concluded this argument by addressing
the colonial authorities with the suggestion that
their effort to first pacify all their legal subjects was
‘by no means an unmixed blessing’ (ibid.).

Such a conclusion was no longer on Malinowski’s
mind when, in 1940, he set himself down to write
‘An Anthropological Analysis of War’, which was to
provide backup for the fight against Nazi Germany.
But however much his political concerns had
changed, the Malinowski of 1940 still maintained
that wars which were known ethnographically were
quite different to the wars of the modern era.
Comparing instances of ‘man-hunting in search for
anatomic trophies’ with ‘[w]arfare as the political
expression of early nationalism’ and ‘expeditions of
organized pillage, slave-raiding, and collective rob-
bery’, the anthropologist declared that ‘[ijln a com-
petent analysis of warfare as a factor in human
evolution, they must be kept apart’ (1941: 538-41,
538). At the evolutionary stages of ‘savagery’ and
‘barbarism’, Malinowski found that

‘TOTAL WAR’ AND THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF NEW GUINEA - 75



most of the fighting belongs to an interesting, highly compli-
cated, and somewhat exotic type: ... it is devoid of any political
relevancy, nor can it be considered as any systematic pursuit
of intertribal policy. (ibid.: 538)

Such wars most certainly differed from ‘the cultural
pathology of today’, for Malinowski considered that
in his own time ‘[t]he influence of present warfare
on culture is so total that it poses the problem
whether the integral organization for effective vio-
lence — which we call totalitarianism - is compatible
with the survival of culture’ (ibid.: 543-44). To expli-
cate his meaning, Malinowski turned to ‘the war of
1914-1918":

In its technique, in its influence on national life, and also in
its reference to the international situation, it became a total
war. Fighting goes on now not merely on all frontiers geo-
graphically possible; it is waged on land, on sea, and in the air.
Modern war makes it impossible to distinguish between the
military personnel of an army and the civilians; between mil-
itary objectives and the cultural portion of national wealth;
and the means of production, the monuments, the churches,
and the laboratories. ... The total character of war, however,
goes much further. War has to transform every single cultural
activity within a belligerent nation. The family and the school,
the factory and the courts of law, are affected so profoundly
that their work - the exercise of culture through autonomous
self-contained institutions — is temporarily paralyzed or dis-
torted. (ibid.: 544-45)

‘This development’, Malinowski underscored his
point, ‘is not due to the barbarism of a nation or of
a dictator. It is inevitable, for it is dictated by the
modern technique of violence’ (ibid.: 545).

Sixty years after Malinowski wrote these words,
the contradistinction that he made between ‘savage
war’ and ‘modern war’ is still much debated among
anthropologists. These days, however, authors tend
to be rather critical of the idea that anthropology
should conceptualise ‘savage’ and ‘modern’ war as
two different phenomena. Most explicit on the issue,
both Lawrence Keeley (1996) and Keith Otterbein
(2000) agree that a myth was created that has much
hampered the anthropology of war when historic
anthropologists, such as Malinowski (1941: 543),
differentiated ‘the civilizations of savages’ from ‘the
savagery of civilization’. Quoting Keeley, Otterbein
(2000: 795) asserts that ‘the myth includes three
aspects: the notion of prehistoric peace or the “paci-

fied past” (prehistoric peoples did not have warfare)
(1996: 17-24), the belief that hunter-gatherers or
band-level societies did not engage in warfare (dis-
puted by Ember [1978] and Dentan [1988]), and the
assumption that when war occurred among tribal
level societies it was ritualistic, game-like in nature’.
According to Keeley (1996: 9), anthropologists
aimed 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 hor-
rible 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.

Adding that modern anthropology denied thereby
‘a brutal reality that modern Westerners seem very
loath to accept’ (Keeley 1996: 174), Keeley and
Otterbein made a point that well fits the modernist
history of anthropology known from authorities
like Stocking (1992) and Kuklick, who wrote of ‘the
horrors of World War I' that made for a ‘disen-
chantment with progress’ that ensured that ‘[p]ost-
World War I anthropologists typically portrayed the
simplest societies as the realization of a cultural
ideal’ (1991: 23, 277, 270). However, the Rousseauian
anthropology of war that Keeley and Otterbein
imagine has little resemblance to the historic
anthropology that has left its traces in the archives
and libraries of our departments. At least, the
archived texts strongly suggest that Malinowski’s
call to recognise the differences between different
sorts of war was lost on most of those, who like
him, wrote on New Guinea. Many New Guineasts,
including at times Malinowski himself, proceeded as
though all warfare is of ‘an ugly sameness’ (Keeley
1996: 173-74). Discussion of the history of the
anthropology of war should take this into account,
for New Guinea has long been one of ‘the prestige
zones of anthropological theory’ (Appadurai 1986:
357). Ethnographies relating to this area have had
much impact on the anthropology of war, and con-
tinue to do so (Simons 1999).

Where, against Keeley and Otterbein, I reconstruct
an anthropology that has considered all war as
being essentially the same, my work is not without
precedent; it recaptures one of the conclusions of a
reflective strand in the anthropology of New Guinea
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of the 1980s-1990s. But this contribution also chal-
lenges the historical narrative that has been pre-
sented by the authors of this reflective study of New
Guinea, Marilyn Strathern (1985), Simon Harrison
(1989; 1993) and Bruce Knauft (1999). Just as anthro-
pological understanding of New Guinean warfare
was not blinded by a myth about noble savagery and
primitive war, it did not fall victim to some stable
‘tradition of political thought’ either (Harrison 1993:
3). In suggesting that the anthropological analysis
of war in New Guinea derived its direction from a
traditional set of assumptions known already from
Thomas Hobbes's (1651) Leviathan, Strathern, Harrison
and Knauft were no more accurate than Keeley and
Otterbein. As my reading of the relevant historic
ethnographies demonstrates, the anthropological
debate about war in New Guinea from roughly 1940
to 1980 was in effect a debate over whether or not
New Guinea was to be depicted as a site of ‘total
war’. Aided by Malinowski, anthropologists brought
some neo-Hobbesian ideas to bear on this issue, but
their work was not therefore a mindless reproduc-
tion of the view on war that Hobbes provided.

To suggest either that after World War I anthro-
pology transformed into a primitivist discourse on
non-violence, or that New Guineasts were mindless
Hobbesians, is to misrepresent the past. And this is
not a mere historiographic issue, for where the past
is thus misrepresented misguided visions of the
anthropology of war that is to be imagined today
may well profit. The reconstruction I present in this
paper is therefore also meant to be meaningful for
the future. Before I can articulate the lesson I derive
from the past I must, however, first detail the history
of the anthropology of war in New Guinea. Hence,
I will first present a further analysis of Malinowski’s
writing on war in New Guinea, and discuss the inter-
pretive model of New Guinean life that Malinowski
helped develop in his work on exchange. Next I turn
to the critical representation of this model that some
New Guineast came to articulate in the 1980s and
‘90s. My objections to this representation then
brings me back to the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury when not only Malinowski, but also Margaret
Mead and Ruth Benedict, wrote influential works
about New Guinea. These authors first suggested an
image of New Guinea as a site of total war. Many
studies of the next decades elaborated that image,
which, in turn, provoked others, in the 1960s, to
return to Malinowski’s work of the 1920s and 1930s.

On ‘savage war’, and the war of ethnogra-
phies of the gift

As recent historical work demonstrates, the past
offers many opportunities to doubt whether indeed
warfare in Europe and North America was more
‘total’ in the twentieth century than it was before.l
In the early nineteenth century, von Clausewitz
(1832) believed he had good reason to think that
‘absolute war’ had arrived with the Napoleonic Wars
of about 1800, and most of the European fighting
that Wright (1942) designated as ‘general war’
occurred between 1700 and 1783. With the Thirty
Years” War of the seventeenth century civilians and
soldiers were equally vulnerable to violence, and
‘the “war aims” of all sides in this conflict addressed
fundamental questions of the social and moral order’
(Chikering 1999: 23). Concerning the American
experience of violence and destruction, it can be
argued that at least the first of the world wars was
less ‘total’ than the Civil War of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Moreover, the imperial wars that were fought
in the same period belong to the most violent wars
that modern Westerners ever initiated. Nevertheless,
a good deal of history has been written that, along
with Malinowski’s anthropology, brands the twenti-
eth century the ‘Century of Total War’ (Marwick
1967). Military historians who have subscribed to this
view have tended to proceed like the Malinowski I
quoted above, branding all warfare before 1914 as
less violent, less destructive, and less economically,
socially, and culturally consequential than the wars
of modernity. In the context of such claims, many
military historians have stated that the anthropolo-
gy of war reveals a ‘non-violent’ type of warfare.
Thus, Michael Howard wrote in The Laws of War:

Anthropological studies show that although war in some form
was endemic in most primitive societies, it was often highly
ritualised and sometimes almost bloodless. It could be a rite
de passage for adolescents, a quasi-religious ceremonial sub-
stituting for legal process, or a legitimised form of violent
competition comparable to team sports in contemporary soci-
ety (1994: 2, cp. Dawson 1996: 13-24)

Ever since Malinowski’s day the anthropological
literature on war in New Guinea has been more
complex, though. While in some of his writing he
explicitly denied the horrors of modern total war to
New Guinean warfare, specialists on New Guinea
have been more influenced by another strand in his
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work, in which he hinted at an analysis that pre-
supposes that war is a violent horror also to the
people of New Guinea.

When Malinowski (1961[1922]) wrote about the
functions, and limited violence, of war in New
Guinea, he reproduced a claim that the influential
W.H.R. Rivers (1920) had presented just before, and
Camilla Wedgwood (1930) would soon elaborate.
In Argonauts of the Western Pacific Malinowski
(1961[1922]) hinted, however, at the possibility of
an alternative analysis, which proposed that at least
to the New Guineans themselves war was not a
functional institution of limited violence but a seri-
ous problem. Before he had gone to New Guinea,
Malinowski had worked at the London School of
Economics, where Edward Westermarck had encour-
aged his students to question the assertion by mili-
tarist anthropologists, such as Pearson, that ‘struggle
and ... suffering have been the stages by which the
white man has reached his present stage of develop-
ment, and they account for the fact that he no
longer lives in caves and feeds on roots and nuts’
(1901: 27). In that context, Malinowski had come to
value arguments to the effect that among savages
war was just one more ritual, not something to be
singled out as the key to progress, but also arguments
suggesting ‘that there are among them germs of what
is styled “international law”’ (Westermarck 1910: vi).
While his writing on the functions of ‘savage war’
recaptured much of that first argument, construct-
ing premodern war as just another ritual, in
Argonauts, Malinowski returned to this second type
of argument. Formulating a conclusion that would
underline the value of his description of the ritual
exchange of bracelets and necklaces in savage New
Guinea, he suggested that his work on exchange
could well be read in search for an understanding of
‘the evolution of intertribal intercourse and of prim-
itive international law’ (1961[1922]: 515). Though in
writing so Malinowski did not yet explicate this, this
implied that war was a violent horror also in the
New Guinean experience. Those who in Malinowski'’s
time concerned themselves with International Law
were, after all, interested in law as a means to prevent
war. The contemporary discourse on International
Law to which the anthropologist appealed centred
around the idea that one had to find a way to pre-
vent a second world war and that International Law
was that way, since, as a widely read interpretation
of the First World War had it, it was ‘the condition

of international anarchy’ that ‘has produced war,
and always must’ (Dickinson 1926: 47, 41, cf. 1916).1
Whereas, in presenting exchange as primitive
International Law, Malinowski himself did not yet
explicitly articulate an interpretation of war as a
violent problem, in following years Marcel Mauss’
comments on the gift in New Guinea would make it
quite clear that Malinowski’s suggestion entailed
that New Guineans tried to avoid war, and that they
did so because their war too was a horror. Just as
convinced as Malinowski that all had to be done to
establish peace in Europe, the author of L’Essai sur le
don declared that ‘[s]ocieties have progressed in the
measure in which they, their sub-groups and their
members, have been able to stabilise their contacts
[and] people can create, can satisfy their interests
mutually and define them without recourse to arms’
(1954[1923-34]: 80). That savage people had man-
aged to do so, the French ethnologist explained as in
part derived from their reverence for their gods who
taught them to share their wealth. Nevertheless, in
the final pages of his study Mauss pointed out that
the exchange practice of savages was a rational act
inspired by dread of war and the recognition that
exchange was the way to avoid its ‘rash follies’. Here,
Mauss reported that ‘[t]he people of Kiriwina said to
Malinowski: “the Dobu man is not good as we are.
He is fierce, he is a man-eater. When we come to
Dobu, we fear him, he might kill us!”’ (ibid.: 79-80).
Following Richard Thurnwald (1912: Vol.3, Tab. 35,
n.2), Mauss related that elsewhere in New Guinea,
‘Buleau, a chief, had invited Bobal, another chief, and
his people to a feast which was probably to be the
first in a long series. Dances were performed all night
long. By morning everyone was excited by the sleep-
less night of song and dance. On a remark made by
Buleau one of Bobal’s men killed him; and the troop
of men massacred and pillaged and ran off with the
women of the village’ (1954[1923-24]: 80). According
to Mauss, it was awareness that such things could
happen that made the Savage exchange. ‘It is by
opposing reason to emotion and setting up the will
for peace against follies of this kind that people suc-
ceed in substituting alliance, gift and commerce for
war, isolation and stagnation’, he wrote, adding:

In tribal feasts ... men meet in a curious frame of mind with
exaggerated fear and an equally exaggerated generosity which
appear stupid in no one’s eyes but our own. In these primitive

and archaic societies there is no middle path. There is either
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complete trust or mistrust. One lay down one’s arms, renounces
magic and gives everything away, from casual hospitality to
one’s daughter or one’s property. It is in such conditions that
men, despite themselves, learnt to renounce what was theirs

and made contracts to give and repay. (ibid.)

War is war, in this argument. Among savages, as
among moderns, war is something to be avoided in
order to allow for progress and happiness.

Highly successful at the time, this analysis was
soon also regarded as a most important contribu-
tion to anthropology by Malinowski, who, in Coral
Gardens and their Magic, made it clear that reading
Mauss had helped him to see that there was need
for further inquiries into ceremonial exchange as a
‘substitute for head-hunting and war’ (1935: vol. 2,
246). When in the mid-1930s, he wrote about the
possibility of analysing the substitution of head-
hunting by exchange, Malinowski suggested that it
would be possible to present a future study of this
issue as an ethnographic exploration of the ‘heroic’
activities of the Trobriand islanders. This suggests
that Malinowski still considered it appropriate to
describe warfare in New Guinea in the idiom of
aristocratic romance he had used in his writings
about ‘savage war’ of the early 1920s, when he had
declared Trobriand warfare ‘open and chivalrous’,
‘with a considerable amount of fairness and loyalty’,
and ‘rather a form of social “duel,” in which one
side earned glory and humiliated the other, than
warfare’ (1920: 10, 11). At the same time, Malinowski
(1933) remained explicitly critical of colleagues who
were referring at the time to ‘modern war’ in this
romanticising idiom. Even when he hinted at the
substitution of war by exchange, Malinowski thus
continued to treat ‘savage war’ as significantly dif-
ferent from ‘modern war’. Precisely how he thought
he could integrate the image of war as a problem
with an image of war as a heroic enterprise remained
unclear, however, as Malinowski never actually com-
pleted the monograph on ‘the heroic enterprise’ that
he announced in Coral Gardens. And for decades to
come no other New Guineasts would even try to fol-
low his lead, attempting to fuse the two apparently
contrasting images of war. Instead, those who in the
following decades would explore the substitution of
exchange for war would stay close to Mauss’ argu-
ment, and stress the image of war as a wasteful dis-
order over the idea of war as a domain of creative
heroism. Following Malinowski’s suggestion for

further analytical work on the social functions of
exchange, anthropologists thus came to write a body
of literature that depicts New Guinean warfare as
anything but a functional and non-violent custom.

Widely regarded at the time as a fine contribution
to the literature by authors as diverse as Roy Wagner
(1972) and Paula Brown (1970), Andrew Strathern’s
1971 ethnography of the moka ritual of the Melpa
well illustrates the point. Just as many other experts
on New Guinea did, Strathern depicted life in the
island’s mountainous interior as a highly competi-
tive struggle for ‘a big name’ among clans and aspir-
ing leaders. That struggle often generated war, but
Strathern saw exchange too: ‘Warfare was what decid-
ed the ultimate balance or imbalance of physical
power between territorial groups,” he wrote; ‘but
there were, and are, other ways in which competi-
tive spirit and aggressiveness could find expression.
Pre-eminent among these “other ways” is ceremonial
exchange’ (ibid.: 54). In this view, New Guineans
were motivated to ceremonial gift exchange because
exchange was a means to acquire a big name, but
Strathern also suggested that local people under-
stood, and valued, gift exchange as a ‘positive alter-
native to war’ (ibid.: 76). According to Strathern,
evidence for this understanding could be found in
local discourse on big men, which constructed the
true big man not as a war leader but as a man of
strong noman (‘social consciousness’) who did not
suffer from popokl (‘frustrated anger’) and knew how
to create exchange relations (‘ropes of moka’).
Observations made in the colonial era also indicated
that the Melpa used exchange to avoid war and fos-
ter peace, Strathern (ibid.: 54) continued, choosing
words that made it clear that he never considered
war to be a functional and harmless ritual:

In many cases in the Highlands (e.g. the Siane, Salisbury 1962)
exchange institutions effloresced and developed to a larger
scale when Europeans banned warfare. This was not simply a
result of a blockage on [fighting]; rather, it was an expression
of the interest of big-men in pursuing an avenue of self-
aggrandisement which was more effective and less hazardous
than warfare itself. Thus it is that we find Kyaka big-men
(Bulmer 1960) urging groups which were still fighting to give
up warfare and join in the massive cyclical exchange ceremony,
the tee, instead. In Hagen also one still hears frequently state-
ments of the type: ‘before we fought and killed each other,
and this was bad; now a good time has come, and we can pay

for killings and make moka’.l
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The ‘total war’ before the return
to the war of the gift

As I will argue, the approach to war and the gift that
Andrew Strathern practiced around 1970 solved one
of the key problems in the anthropological debate
on New Guinea of his time. About a decade later, it
became the object of a serious critique among spe-
cialists on New Guinea, however.! After Papua New
Guinea gained independence in 1975, spokesmen
for various tribes from the highlands started to claim
that warfare was a richly rewarding ‘custom’ that
they had inherited from their ancestors and that a
truly postcolonial, rather than neocolonial, ‘national’
state should thus not oppose this. In this changing
context, Marilyn Strathern (1985: 122) came to see
that the interpretation of gift exchange that had
seemed so illuminating around 1970 ‘pre-judges the
nature of violent confrontations, as they occur in
the Papua New Guinea Highlands'. In her view, time
had come for anthropologist to rethink the work on
the gift and war that they had authored in the past.
Along with this rethinking, anthropologists should
then also reflect upon their own analytic practices,
for, from Marilyn Strathern’s point of view, these
too often seemed to reproduce too much of Western
culture. The result of this double rethinking was an
interesting new body of ethnographic writing that
well fits my claim that anthropologists had certainly
not just denied war or downplayed violence. From a
historiographic point of view, the reflections on the
anthropology of war in New Guinea presented with-
in the context of this literature are not too convinc-
ing, however.

When Marilyn Strathern (1985: 122) wrote that
‘lilf we do not pre-judge the nature of “violent”
behaviour, then we need not pre-judge the nature of
“peaceable” behaviour either’, that opened the way
for a new view of exchange and warfare. It enabled
Strathern to think that big men, calling upon com-
batants to stop fighting and exchange wealth, did
not necessarily express the normative aversion to
war that ethnographers had formerly recognised.
What now seemed to matter to local actors was the
spirited efficaciousness of these men, who, calling
for the exchange of wealth, converted the exchange
of blows and arrows into an exchange of wealth.
People valued this power, rather than the conse-
quences — peaceful conduct — that the established
anthropology had valued. This was not to say that
New Guineans did not recognise war’s harmful

effects, but that to these people such harm was not
the most salient thing about war. From a New
Guinean perspective, warfare occurs within a ritual
space, and, as Simon Harrison (1989; 1993) observed,
the men who operate within this space are expected
to sidestep the morality that structures domestic
practice. The value of their acts is measured in terms
of the amount of ancestral force that they demon-
strate. This perspective suggests that men deserve a
big name for knowing how to converse with the
ancestral spirits. What matters is the ability to get in
touch with the ‘wildness’ of the spirit world; and
this capacity can be demonstrated equally well by
a violent exchange of blows as by an impressive
exchange of gifts (cf. O’Hanlon 1995; LiPuma 2000).0
To some extent, anthropology thus returned once
more to Malinowski, who, when he wrote of the
possibility of writing of war and exchange in 1935,
suggested that both were seen in New Guinea as
forms of heroic action. For M. Strathern and
Harrison the domain of the ‘wildness’ was not to be
represented, however, in the romantic idiom that
Malinowski had used, but in Marxist terms. To
them, the symbolism of the wild presented an ide-
ology, which ensured that only some (males) bene-
tited from politics, while all suffered the hard work
of wealth production and the distress and deaths of
combat.

Though some have suggested so (Jolly 1992;
Josephides 1991; Keesing 1992; Maclntyre 1995),
this ethnography was thus not the site of romantic
fantasies of ‘noble savagery’. But if this new ethnog-
raphy of war and exchange was critical of ‘wildness’,
it was even more critical of the older ethnographic
literature that attributed a preference for peace to its
New Guinean subjects. Apparently, Marilyn Strathern
(19835) suggested, anthropologists had been less con-
cerned with the concerns of the New Guineans they
met in the field, than with reconfirming an ethno-
centric idea they knew from ‘western’ philosophy,
i.e. that all humans of sound reason understand war
as problem that they have to overcome. Supported
by references to Sahlins (1972: 176), who in the
1960s observed that Mauss’s work on war and the
gift elaborated an anthropological vision ‘brilliantly
anticipated’ already by Thomas Hobbes, this cri-
tique fits my argument. For to suggest that the argu-
ment concerning the gift as a pacifying institution
is Hobbesian, is to make it more difficult to con-
vincingly associate this argument with a fiction of
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noble savagery. Noble savagery is, after all, not what
Hobbes is known for.

Still, I object. Sahlins’ commentary regarding
Hobbes’ reasoning and Mauss’ analysis of the gift
as a way to pass from threatening war to peaceful
sociality aids the understanding of Mauss’ text, but
it also isolates this text from its immediate historic
context, and thereby eclipses the concerns that
guided Mauss towards his neo-Hobbesian argument.!
Recapturing Sahlins’ decontextualising analysis, the
critique that Marilyn Strathern and Simon Harrison
presented of the ethnographic tradition that authors
such as Andrew Strathern extended around 1970
has a similar effect. It helps to understand the
argument of the pacifying gift, but obscures the
contemporary challenge that motivated the argu-
ments for the gift as a means of social control made
around 1970. That many ethnographers of New
Guinea around 1970 wrote of a war that was con-
trolled by gift exchange was not because Hobbesian
principles dominated their Western imagination.
These authors adopted (and creatively reformulated)
the neo-Hobbesian idea of the pacifying gift they
knew from Mauss and Malinowski, because they
recognised that idea as a valuable means to improve
the ethnography of New Guinea of their time. At the
time, much of New Guineast anthropology had come
to emphasise a specific image of war, and writing of
the gift an author like A. Strathern sought to under-
mine the stress on that image of war. And this image
of war was not really Hobbes’ image of war, for the
war that Hobbes wrote about posed a problem that
people could handle, whereas the war that spurred
Andrew Strathern’s writing of around 1970 was a
‘total war’ that effectively impaired the human
capacity to overcome the state of war. Behind this
rendering of warfare as total war lay a sense of
despair, whereas the Hobbesian vision reflects a
strong faith in human rationality. Like the ‘anarchic
war’ that was said to be overcome by the gift in the
neo-Hobbesian writings of Malinowski and Mauss,
this ‘total war’ is also a representation that must be
situated historically in relation to a public response
to the warfare 1914-1918, but this war was even
more radically different from the image of ‘primitive
war’ that anthropology is unjustly criticised for.

At the time when Malinowski and Mauss first
stressed the relevance of New Guinean exchange to
the condition of the modern world of nation-states,
in the United States public debate on World War 1

and international politics had turned into a debate
on American identity. Fearful that the vengefulness
of the French and British that was expressed in the
Versailles Treaty had turned the Allied victory of 1918
into the cause for another war, many ‘Americans’
regretted that the United States had intervened in
‘the European war’. In this context, people felt that
time had come for the citizens of the United States
to develop a ‘genuine nationalistic self-conscious-
ness’, and to ‘speak the truth about American civi-
lization’ (Stearns 1922: vii, iv). Several anthropologists
joined this project, among them Ruth Benedict and
Margaret Mead. Both of them felt that it was most
important to redefine American identity in terms of
culture, rather than race, and set out to make their
compatriots think about what true American culture
should look like. The representation of New Guinea
became involved in this project when Benedict recog-
nised that the study on Dobu by (Mead’s partner)
Reo Fortune (1932) offered much she could use for
making her readers ‘culture conscious’. Comparing
Dobu life to ways of two native American tribes,
Benedict made Dobu practice appear so different as
to make the impression that culture mattered
inescapable, and that it also mattered in what direc-
tion people decided to develop the pattern of their
culture. As interpreted by Benedict, the ethnography
of the Dobu became a call to consider what American
culture should not become, and served to alert
readers to the attractiveness of Benedict’s favourite
model for American society, the ‘Apollonian’ pattern
of culture of the Native American Zuni. As rendered
by Benedict, the culture of the Dobuan formed a
‘paranoid’ pattern that ensured that ‘all existence
appears to him as a cut-throat struggle’ (1946: 159).
Introducing Dobu, she wrote:

They are said to be magicians who have diabolic power and
warriors who halt at no treachery. A couple of generations ago,
before white intervention, they were cannibals, and that in an
area where many peoples eat no human flesh. They are the
feared and distrusted savages of the islands surrounding them.
The Dobuans amply deserve the character they are given by

their neighbours. They are lawless and treacherous. (ibid.: 120-21)

In Benedict's account this people did ‘lack the
smoothly working organization of the Trobriands,
headed by honored high chiefs and maintaining
peaceful and continual reciprocal exchanges of goods
and privileges’ (ibid.: 121).0
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Even though these statements made Fortune
(1939) protest that Benedict’s search for patterns of
cultures had resulted in a poor caricature of Dobu
life, Mead followed the same procedure in analysing
the material that, with Fortune’s aid, she had col-
lected along the River Sepik. Whereas Benedict had
written of Apollonian and paranoid cultures, Mead
wrote of feminine and masculine cultures, for to her
the most important questions regarding American
culture all had to do with femininity and masculin-
ity. Regarding these questions, Mead asserted that

[tlhe tradition in this country has been changing so rapidly
that the term ‘sissy’, which ten years ago meant a boy who
showed personality traits regarded as feminine, can now be
applied with scathing emphasis by one girl to another.
(1935: 212).

Mead wanted her readers to reflect upon the desir-
ability of this cultural change. Men became insecure
about their gender role, and what, Mead asked,
would happen if people abandoned ‘the assumption
that women are more opposed to war than men, that
any outspoken approval of war is more horrible,
more revolting, in women than in men’ (ibid.: 213).
To Mead, it was clear that this ‘meant a loss’, since
‘the belief that women are naturally more interested
in peace ... at least puts a slight drag upon agitation
for war, prevents a blanket enthusiasm for war being
thrust upon the entire younger generation’ (ibid.:
212, 213). Reading about three New Guinean peo-
ples, Mead'’s readers should come to recognise this.
Just as ambivalent about the meaning of masculini-
ty and femininity as the people of the United States,
Tchambuli society showed the harmful conse-
quences of men’s confusion. Arapesh culture had
the advantage that it offered a clear model for
action, but it was entirely feminine in its orienta-
tion, and thus - like Soviet Communism, Mead inti-
mated - repressive of much that Americans had
always valued in their true men. Americans should
be happy that their culture was different, but, then,
they also should not want their culture to become
like that of the Mundugumor, entirely masculine.
The Mundugumor culture that Mead depicted made
for a life much like that of the Dobuans of Benedict’s
account. As Mead wrote: ‘both men and women are
expected to be violent, competitive, aggressively
sexed, jealous and ready to see and avenge insult,
delighting in display, in action, in fighting’ (ibid.:

158). With the members of this ‘cannibal tribe’, the
most respected men were those who were known to
be ‘really bad man’, Mead reported, and feelings of
solidarity could be observed only when

head-hunting raids are planned, and the whole male commu-
nity is temporarily united in the raid and the victory-feasts
that conclude them. At these feasts a frank and boisterous
cannibalism is practiced, each man rejoicing at having a piece

of the hated enemy between his teeth. (ibid.: 134)

A horror that Americans should keep at a firm dis-
tance, the warfare thus ascribed to the Dobu and the
Mundugumor was more like the ‘total war’ that
Malinowski associated with modernity than the
‘savage war’ or ‘anarchic war’ that he associated with
New Guinea. Nevertheless, one of the ethnographic
authorities of the 1950s, Kenneth Read, called upon
all students of New Guinea’s Central Highlands to
recognise Benedict and Mead’s work on war and
New Guinean culture as paradigmatic for future
work. In his own work, he reproduced all of their
claims concerning the ‘cultural correlates’ of what
he called ‘raids and organized, concerted attacks
among [groups] which only a short time ago were,
and in some cases still are, so extremely warlike’
(1954: 22). On Read’s account,

physical aggression is not merely a corollary of intergroup
hostility. It is a more fundamental trait, the obverse of a more
far-reaching insecurity in interpersonal and group relations.
Physical violence and antagonism are the warp of the cultural
pattern; present to some extent in most important relation-
ships, they receive innumerable forms of symbolic and insti-

tutionalized expressions. (ibid.)

Stopping short of actually using the expression
‘total war’, Read thus attributed to war the same
kind of impact that Malinowski had associated with
total war. With his writing, war in New Guinea
became a social force that greatly impacted each and
every aspect of New Guinea culture. As if following
Malinowski’s account of total war in modern Europe,
Read even suggested that many of New Guinea’s
cultural institutions were no longer able to perform
their regular function, writing, for example:

At the conclusion of initiation ceremonies crowds of women
armed with bows and arrows, sticks and stones, dressed in

male decorations attack the returning procession of men and
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boys. Similar fights are staged at marriages when, characteris-
tically enough, a man is required to shoot an arrow into the
thigh of his wife. (ibid.: 23)

Inspired by such statements, one of Read’s students
invoked war as the context that made sense of all
the ethnographic details that had for long puzzled
students of Highland New Guinea. ‘In Bena Bena’,
Lewis Langness wrote,

the stated aims of warfare were the complete and total destruc-
tion of the enemy, if possible. This included every man,
women, and child, whether old, infirm, or pregnant. Although
it is true that most raids resulted in only one, or few deaths,
cases are known in which entire groups were destroyed.
(1964: 174, emphasis added)

Hence, the presence of nonagnates in putatively
agnatic clans in New Guinea:

Groups which constantly find it necessary to scatter and re-
group, which are decimated by casualties, which must take
refuge with friends (which are willing to accept them for the
same reason they want to be accepted) cannot, I submit, main-
tain lineage purity. ... if expedient, one need not be too partic-
ular about someone else’s genealogy, so long as he can fight.

Perhaps, indeed, strict unilineal descent was too costly. (ibid.)

Likewise, to Langness, war determined the antago-
nistic relation between men and women:

Living in an hostile environment, and faced with the almost
constant threat of annihilation by enemy groups, has resulted
in, or is related to, a distinctive pattern of male solidarity
which offers what the Bena Bena perceive as a better change
for survival. Male solidarity involves the residential separation
of the sexes and a complex of beliefs and sanctions designed
to insure such separation, as well as a minimal amount of con-
tact between males and females in general. These beliefs and
sanctions that exist to buttress the social distance between
males and females, although they are functional in terms of
group survival in a dangerous and warlike environment, are
so only at some cost to the sex-and-dependency needs of indi-
viduals and thus ultimately promote hostility and antagonism
between the sexes. (1967: 163)

Just like the modern war of Malinowski’s 1940
account, the war that Langness imagined was ‘total’
in both its aims and its paralysing impact on the
culture it deformed.?

By the time Andrew Strathern first arrived in New
Guinea, so many other New Guineasts had rendered
the warfare waged in the island’s high valleys in
such terms that this had provoked advocates of the
‘modern British school” (Kuper 1983) in anthropolo-
gy to put a premium on the creation of an alternative
account that would demonstrate how New Guinea
Guinea Highlanders ‘achieve a kind of social articu-
lation or order that outlasts the bursts of conflict’
(Glasse 1959: 289). John Barnes’ widely discussed
1962 contribution to Man was most important in
this respect. Authors like Read and Langness could
be right that ‘the disorder and irregularity of social
life in the Highlands [...] is due in part to the high
value placed on Kkilling’, but, Barnes (1962: 9) con-
tinued, an important observation pointed to a fact
that was not yet fully recognised:

the pre-contact population was large and often densely settled;
indigenous social institutions preventing excess violence and
destruction must necessarily have been effective, for other-

wise the population would not have survived. (ibid.)

Articulated in reaction to the anthropology of unre-
strained warfare and the militarisation of culture,
such writing spurred a search for effective means
towards ensuring social order. In that context, col-
leagues of Barnes and their students recapitulated the
anthropology of war and the gift that Malinowski
and Mauss had developed in the 1920 and 1930s.
Although the 1980s critics of Hobbesianism would
suggest that it was their own presuppositions that
guided authors like Strathern towards the image of
big men who preferred gift exchange over war, these
authors re-turned to the exchange of gifts only in
order to demonstrate that New Guinea was not the
site of total war that many of their colleagues
reported it to be.

The composition of Andrew Strathern’s The Rope
of Moka should leave no doubt about this, for
Strathern (1971: 53) not only discussed big men and
their gift exchange, he also discussed the anthropol-
ogy of war in New Guinea.! Much anthropological
work had characterised interior New Guinea by
violent warfare, Strathern wrote, continuing that
indeed people there frequently went to war. Still,
he insisted that the anthropology that had made
violent warfare the key to the highland regions in
interior New Guinea ‘needs correcting in numbers
of ways’ (ibid.). Whereas it had become convenient
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for anthropologists to emphasise the destructive
violence of New Guinean warfare and to write of a
culture that valued war, ‘the stress on warlike prowess
varies in intensity throughout the Highlands’,
Strathern (ibid.: 53-54) wrote. Around 1970 Strathern
was not yet sufficiently well established in academe
to challenge colleagues such as Langness with
respect to their own field sites, but by his choice of
words Strathern suggested that the sites of total
war these authors depicted were only places of mar-
ginal importance - ‘fringe’ or ‘eastern’ rather than
‘central’:

[Stress on warlike prowess] is very strong in some of the
fringe Highland societies and in Central Highland societies of
West Irian (e.g. the Hewa, Steadman n.d., and the Mbogoga
Ndani, Ploeg 1965). It is strong also in some of the Eastern
Highland societies, for example the Kamano (Berndt 1962),
the Bena Bena (Langness 1964), and the Tairora (Watson
1971). Men of violence — whom Salisbury (1964) has dubbed
‘despots’ — seem to have arisen sporadically in a number of
other Highland societies also. But in many of the large, cen-
tral Highland areas, where population density is heavy, men
of violence were not necessarily the important political lead-
ers. And this is correlated with the fact that in these areas
there were well-developed inter-group alliances, gradations of
enemy relationships, controls on the escalation of fighting.
(ibid.: 53)

Only at that point did Strathern turn to the big
man and gift exchange as the social type and the
institution that guaranteed that central New Guinea
was not a place of uncontrolled warfare. The neo-
Malinowskian, neo-Maussian argument of exchange
rather than war that Strathern presented was thus
neither a conventional primitivist denial of violent
war, nor a straightforward Hobbesian claim. Instead,
as his text itself suggests, his argument on gift giv-
ing rather than war was born from an attempt to
overcome an anthropology that depicted New
Guinea as a site of ‘total war’.

Conclusion: possible futures

Elaborating on an image of war — ‘total war’ — that has
not so far been recollected in historicising reflec-
tions on the anthropology of war, and tracing the
debate the use of this image generated, I have
attempted to be more faithful to the complexities of
anthropology’s historic dealings with warfare than

those whose representations I have criticised. Hence,
I wrote about the complexities of Malinowski’s work,
which contain passages differentiating savage from
total war occur as well as passages suggesting that
New Guineans and modern nations face a similar
problem of war and international anarchy. New
Guineast anthropology by and large bypassed the
first, to elaborate instead upon the second of these
suggestions. This happened only because much of
the anthropology of New Guinea of the twentieth
century depicted New Guinea as a site of total war.
That suggestion made it meaningful for others to
revive the image of New Guinea as a place where
people knew an alternative to war that allowed
them an escape from the state of war. My aim was
not ‘historicist’, however — at least not in the sense
in which Stocking (1965) has taught historians of
anthropology to understand this term. With Stocking,
I agree that the anthropology of the past deserves to
be studied in its own right, but if Stocking once
considered it possible to attempt this in writing on
Boas, classical evolutionism, and early cultural
anthropology, at present a historicist perspective on
anthropology and war is out of question. Due to the
work of such authors on the past of the anthropolo-
gy of war as I have referred to, this subject is too
much infused with contemporary interests to
attempt to study the anthropology of war for purely
historicist reasons. As I sought explicitly to relate
my understanding of the material I have found
stored in our discipline’s archives of anthropology
to both the regionalist claims about Hobbesianism
and the generalised critique of the alleged attempt
to save the mythical Noble Savage by imagining
primitive war, I did so because I hope to also speak
to the future of the anthropology of war.®

For the New Guineasts who first made the cri-
tique of Hobbesianism, this facilitated the thick
description necessary to make sense of the evalua-
tion of war in terms of ancestral power. This was
something they had to do in order to get beyond the
arguments on cultural paranoia that had first pro-
voked the counter argument of the pacifying gift. By
focussing on Hobbes, these authors could draw
attention to the need to relate understandings of war
to understandings of the person. After all, Hobbes
(1651) had made it exceptionally clear that his view
of war and peace was intimately related to a partic-
ular view of the human being, and he had first
devoted a long series of chapters to the nature of
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Man before he turned to war and its resolution. To
recall Hobbes was a way to call upon ethnographers
of New Guinea to do the same. It offered an intro-
duction to the observation that New Guineans are
so interested in the ability to make violence since
they normally experience themselves as responding
to the moral obligations that follow from the
inborn ties that bind them to their maternal rela-
tives, and long to ‘produce admiration, fear, desire or
other types of affect in others’ (Harrison 1985: 117).
Whereas for Hobbes, and his followers, the problem
is to morally restrain each individual’s innate aggres-
siveness, for New Guineans the problem would be
to overcome morality. As has been repeatedly
observed already, this argument presents a highly
promising contribution to the ethnographic inter-
pretation of New Guinea that goes well beyond both
the discourse building upon Benedict and Mead,
and the counterargument on the peace of the gift
(Knauft 1994; Maclean 1998). On the other hand,
anthropological analysis of the practice of warfare
in New Guinea should recognise that all recent and
current warfare involved, or involves, a changing
environment, which have long since been affected
by the activities and ideas of Europeans (Gorlich
1999; Knauft 1999; Macintyre 1983; 1995). By
equating the relevant historic discoursing on war in
the West to one particular, radically individualist,
contribution from philosophy, the critique of
Hobbesianism eclipses the need for such recogni-
tion. By demonstrating that ethnographic writings
are dialogically interanimated creations, rather than
products of such isolated individuals as the reflec-
tive New Guineast of the 1980s and 1990s attributed
to the West, and by underscoring that ethnographic
representation relates to distinct historic situations,
this chapter should, in contrast, reveal that need.
At the same time, this chapter should be a warn-
ing not to follow the lead of Keeley and Otterbein,
who, just as the critics of Hobbesianism, had a dis-
tinct future in mind when they presented their view
of anthropology’s past. Whereas people like
Harrison urged for a reconstruction of notions of
personhood impacting the understanding of war,
and thus the practice of warfare, the historical nar-
rative about Rousseauian myth-making and mysti-
fying the true character of warfare among tribal peo-
ples was presented to arouse a desire for a ‘realistic
view of all warfare’ (Keeley 1996: 24). On this
account, the anthropology of war is to be brought in

line with the discipline’s ‘painfully accumulated
facts’, which, according to Keeley, ‘indicate unequiv-
ocally that primitive and prehistoric warfare was
just as terrible and effective as the historic and civi-
lized version’ (ibid.: 174). It is suggested that any
future anthropology should recognise that ‘[p]rimi-
tive warfare is simply total war conducted with very
limited means’ (ibid.: 175). Writing so, Keeley sug-
gested that anthropology would make a distinct
contribution to military history when it would start
constructing the warfare of tribesmen as total war:

The discovery that war is total — that is, between peoples or
whole societies, not just the armed forces who represent them
— is credited by historians to recent times. ... [T]his ‘discovery’
is comparable to the European discovery of the Far East, Africa,
or the Americans. The East Asians, sub-Saharan Africans, and
Native Americans always knew where they were; it was the
Europeans who were so confused or ignorant. So it is with
total war. (ibid.: 175-76)

What Keeley wants anthropologists to do, producing
ethnographic reports on non-western ‘total war’,
they have already been doing, however, for decades.
Historically, by doing so they made a distinct con-
tribution to the formulation of American culture
and identity. The anthropology of New Guinea paid
a high price, however, for the anthropology of ‘total
war’ burdened regionalist discourse with an image
of war that, while certainly belonging to a specific
culture, was foreign to the setting studied in field-
work. As I have demonstrated, it took New Guineasts
many decades to pass beyond the resulting con-
fusion.

Moreover, even if ‘an anthropology of total war’
could ever have made a distinct contribution to mil-
itary history, the time for making such a contribu-
tion seems over now. While Keeley urged anthro-
pologists to recognise the reality of total war, by
now an increasing number of military historians
treat ‘total war’ as a mythologising interpretation of
war; not a ‘discovery’ of the nature of (modern)
warfare to be celebrated, but one of those master
narratives that, put to use by modern actors, have
shaped the structure and texture of social action in
the twentieth century. Such a master narrative
needs to be ethnographically studied, rather than
reproduced. Ethnographers of New Guinea may see
a task here, as they move on from the critique of
Hobbesianism and the thick description of New
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Guinean evaluations of war, to the analysis of the BIBLIOGRAPHY

practice of warfare in a historical setting that even-
tually came to include also western agents. Given
that New Guinea was frequently rendered as a place
of total war in ethnography, this modern myth to
all likelihood also affected the action and speech of
such agents of change as Malinowski addressed in .
1922 with a claim about warfare in New Guinea

being different. .

NOTES

1 For a discussion of relevant historiography, see Chikering
(1999).

2 Brandt (2000) offers more detail on Rivers, Wedgwood,
Malinowski, and the anthropology that Westermarck pro-
moted at the London School of Economics. On the analy-
sis of World War I, in terms of ‘international anarchy’ and
the discourse on International Law, see Wallace (1988).

3 Brandt (2002: esp. 61-64, 71-77) provides further detail on
the discourse on exchange to which A. Strathern’s writing
of around 1970 belongs.

4 For a detailed discussion of the literature about exchange
as a pacifying social practice of the 1970s, see Brandt
(2002: 97-106).

5 For further detail, see Brandt (2002: esp. 121-131).

Of course, rendering Hobbes simply as a modern Western
philosopher also eclipses the historic warfare that he was
responding to when writing Leviathan, which, as Barker
(1993: 135) observes, was the work of a ‘philosopher in
terror’ hoping to safe his country from further bloodshed
by the creation of a Cartesian science of politics.

7 1 formed my ideas on Americanism in anthropology after
reading Stocking (1992: esp. 284-290) and Michaels
(1995).

8 The work of Read and Langness, as well as others offering
related representations, is discussed in more detail in
Brandt (2002: esp. 50-56, 64-71). ¢

9 Preparing for fieldwork in New Guinea in the early 1960s,
Strathern spent time also at the Australian National
University where he worked together with Paula Brown,
who strongly supported the search for social order in New
Guinea (see Brandt 2002: 63-64, 72-73).

10 It is to be noted that ‘after the fact’, Stocking (1992) has
recognised the epistemological limitations of his original
position on ‘historicism’ and ‘presentism’.
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War as Practice, Power, and Processor:

A Framework for the Analysis of War

and Social Structural Change

CLAUS BOSSEN

Introduction

This is an inquiry into the relation between war and
social change and an attempt at constructing a
framework for analysing this relation. On the most
general level, it is based on a simple question: How
do war and military organisation contribute to
social structural change? I use the term ‘structural’
in order to stress that I do not aim to consider how
wars or military organisations enabled an actor or a
group of actors topple and replace one power-holder
and become the new person(s) in power. Nor do I
aim to examine how, for example, conquest enabled
the incorporation of new or re-incorporation of old
territory, or how war and conquest led to famine
and devastation for one group and conspicuous liv-
ing for another. These are matters of life and death
to the people involved, but in the perspective taken
here they will only feed into the discussion if the
new power-holder, conquest or acquisition of new
resources, for instance, led to new social structures.

Whilst there is no doubt that wars have been
fought throughout human history (Keeley 1996;
Martin and Frayer 1997; O’Connell 19935), and that
their consequences for people and their societies
can be vast and devastating, it is a matter of dispute
whether war should be seen as a having a role or
being a factor in the development of human history.

The old evolutionist Herbert Spencer (1967) and
his more contemporary heir Robert Carneiro (1970)
argue that war is the driving force in human evolu-
tion, and the renown historian John Keegan asserts
that ‘... all civilizations owe their origin to warriors...’
(Keegan 1993: vi), even though he also emphasises
how warfare is embedded in the societies of which it
is part. On the other hand, the anthropologist Henri
Claessen (2000) argues, very much like the sociolo-
gist Bruce Porter (1994), that war is a derived phe-
nomenon and thus cannot be a ‘factor’ in human
history, though both acknowledge that the conse-
quences of war for humans and societies are
immense. I will sidestep this discussion first of all
by rejecting any evolutionary schemata in human
history. While I think that it does make sense to
establish categories for different kinds of society —
such as ‘tribe’, ‘chiefdom’ or ‘state’ — and ask how
one kind of society could develop into another, I do
not presuppose any historical or systemic logic in
these processes. Secondly, I do not think it is con-
structive to discuss war as a unitary phenomenon;
instead, I propose to subdivide war into different
elements — e.g., physical violence, military organisa-
tion, conquest — and look at war at three different
levels: that of practice, that of society and that of
process.
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The interrelations and feedback between war,
military organisation and other sections of society
are many and complicated, and in this article I take
on the task of constructing a framework for ana-
lysing war in an attempt to provide an overview. In
the existing literature analysis tends to become
bogged down in historical detail or limited to spe-
cific geographical areas. Historians like Timothy
McNeill (1983) and John Keegan (1993) have pro-
duced impressive accounts of the historically chang-
ing relationships between war, military organisa-
tion, technology and society, but they do not offer a
framework for conceptualising these relations in
general. Grand Theory sociologists Anthony Giddens
(1985b) and Charles Tilly (1990) provide such frame-
works, but suffer from their focus on European his-
tory and developments after the rise of the European
state: while they analyse the concurrent develop-
ments of war, military organisation and the European
state, they pay little attention to the transition from
pre-state to state societies. On the other hand, the
analysis of Michael Mann (1993), another Grand
Theory sociologist, conceptualises military organisa-
tion as one of four sources of social power (the other
three being politics, economy and ideology), which
seems to me to be one of the best approaches to a
historical and theoretically informed understanding
of the role of war in the development of societies.
My debt to his work will be clear in the following.
However, war has more aspects than military organ-
isation and the historical contingent interactions
with politics, economy and ideology that Michael
Mann outlines. I will add to his theoretical frame-
work the dimensions of practice and process.

Building a framework for the analysis of war in the
perspective of social change would be an immense
task if it had to take into consideration all the exist-
ing literature on war (for overviews, see Modell and
Haggerty 1991; Nagengast 1994; Simons 1999), and
this particular attempt must be regarded as but an
initial contribution. I start from the premise that
change takes place gradually or suddenly (Friedman
1982) as intended or unintended results of actions
by humans acting within given contexts. It is neces-
sary to combine social structure with human action,
as argued by Sherry Ortner (1984) and elaborated by
anthropologists and sociologists (e.g. Bourdieu 1993;
Giddens 1985a; Mann 1986). For an analysis of the
relation between war and social structural change,
the practice of war has to be included. In addition to

practice and structure, there is change. At this proces-
sual level it is possible, I will argue, to delineate the
particular kinds of roles that war can have. Thus, the
framework proposed has three levels (figs. 1-3). At
one level, I argue, war is seen as a form of social
practice based on violent acts, which are embedded
in webs of significance and organised socially and in
which technology is usually applied. At the second,
societal, level, war is conceived as one of four forms
of social power: military, political, economic and ide-
ological (following Michael Mann [1986]). Finally,
at the third, processual, level war may have three
different roles in processes of social change and these
are linked to the manifestations of war as military
organisation, conquest, or a general context for the
reproduction of society. While each level by itself is
rather simple, the overall model becomes more com-
plicated (as can be seen in the final figure, Fig. 4).

A framework for the analysis
of war and social change

War as social practice

What is war? A minimalist definition views war as
‘...organised inter-group homicide involving combat
teams of two or more persons’ (Divale and Harris
1976: 521). This definition includes battles, sieges
and campaigns, which in the era of the modern
nation-state are associated with war, but also small-
scale war acts like skirmishes, raids or feuds.
However, most people would probably add further
qualifications to the minimalist definition: the single
event of the murder of two persons from one group
by two members of another group for idiosyn-
cratic reasons and not implicating their respective
groups in general would usually not qualify as war.
Somehow, war implies some kind of scale and that
the acts carried out are interpreted not merely as
violence, but as part of inter-group relations. The
problem of scale is sometimes solved by incorporat-
ing some kind of size and extent into a definition of
war. Quincy Wright, for example, in the International
Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (1968), writes that
‘War in the ordinary sense is a conflict among polit-
ical groups, especially sovereign states, carried on by
armed forces of considerable magnitude for a con-
siderable period of time’ (Wright 1968: 453). I would
argue, however, that it is crucial to distinguish
between the analyst’s and the actors’ perception of
the acts of homicide. While we normally would not
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interpret a single homicide as war even if the victim
and the perpetrators were from different groups, and
would demand evidence of more incidents before
applying that kind of label, two groups may on the
other hand have such strained relations that even a
single incident would lead to a declaration of war. It
is the interpretation and the meaning given to the
incident of homicide that is crucial and not the
scale of violence itself. War is thus based on acts of
homicide that are seen as part of the inter-group
relations and hence as part of the political relations
between groups. However, while homicide is most
often involved in war, this is not always the case,
since wars may be declared, warriors or soldiers
raised, and weapons used without anyone being
killed. Here it is the threat of homicide that qualifies
these incidents to be labelled as war. This is reflect-
ed in the definition of war by Simon Harrison in the
Encyclopedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology
(Barnard and Spencer 1996):

... anthropologists usually envision war as a particular type of
political relationship between groups, in which the groups use,
or threaten to use, lethal force against each other in pursuit of
their aims. (Harrison 1996: 561)

For the present purposes I will therefore define war
as the organised use or threat of use of lethal force by a
minimum of two or more actors from one group against
members of another group, which is interpreted by the
actors and/or the analyst as part of the relations between
the two groups.

Such a definition, however, looks at war at the
level of society; and while it points to central ele-
ments such as organisation, lethal force and inter-
pretation, it does not yet perceive war as a practice.
At a basic level war is about causing physical harm
to other peoples’ bodies and acts of war are thus a
subcategory of acts of physical violence. While vio-
lence may take on ‘symbolic’, ‘mental’, ‘emotional’
and ‘structural’ forms, in the case of war it is ulti-
mately the physical aspect that must be at the core.
David Riches’ discussion of violence is of special
interest here, since he defines the universal core
meaning of violence as ‘the intentional rendering
of physical hurt to another human being’ (Riches
1986b: 4). Violence, Riches furthermore argues, is
always embedded in strategy and meaning. It is used
as a means to achieve goals, practical or symbolic,
and will always imply a need to legitimise the violent

act. Aiming at a cross-cultural theory of violence,
Riches argues that while performers, victims and
witnesses (including analysts) may disagree as to the
legitimacy of violence, they will nevertheless uni-
versally recognise violence in the sense of rendering
physical hurt to another person. We may disagree as
to whether the beating of pupils and children
should be labelled as ‘education’, the police disper-
sion of demonstrators as ‘restoring peace and order’,
and the incision of patterns upon the skins of young
girls and boys should be seen as ‘ritual’. We may dis-
cuss whether these are all examples of illegitimate
violence or not, but we recognise the element of
‘rendering physical hurt’ in all of the examples and
thus recognise violence in its core meaning.

Violence is a highly potent act, according to
Riches, because of four key characteristics: firstly,
violence always implies contestations of legitimacy
and is especially suited for making statements of
significance and meaning; secondly, it is a recognis-
able act in its key sense of ‘rendering physical hurt’;
thirdly, violence is highly visible to the senses; and
fourthly, violence requires little specialised equip-
ment or knowledge (see also Nagengast 1994: 111-
16; Riches 1986a; Riches 1986b: 11):

...as a means of transforming the social environment (instru-
mental purpose), and dramatizing the importance of key
social ideas (expressive purpose), violence can be highly effi-
cacious. So it is that the desire to achieve a very wide variety
of goals and ambitions is a sufficient condition for acts of vio-
lence to be performed. (Riches 1986b:11)

In sum, war as social practice can be seen as having
at its core the use of physical violence, which has
three aspects. Firstly, it is always embedded in webs
of meaning and interpretation. Secondly, while one
of the reasons for the ubiquity of violence may, as
David Riches argues, be found in the small amount
of specialised knowledge, training, and technology
required to carry it out, war almost everywhere entails
some kind of technology and specialised knowledge
such as arms, their use, cooperation and tactics. This
logically derives from the fact that the expansion of
these elements highly increases the scope and inten-
sity of the possible impact. Thirdly, while war is a
subcategory of violence it always involves two or
more actors who coordinate their actions, and acts
of war therefore always imply organisation. War as
practice can be represented graphically as in figure 1.
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FIG. 1: War at the level of social practice.

The ‘meaning’ aspect of war as social practice under-
scores the point that violence is not in the arbitrary
outcome of biological or psychological drives, but as
always embedded in webs of significance. According
to Jonathan Spencer,

Anthropology’s most useful contribution [to the study of vio-
lence] has probably been its documentation of the fact that
violence is pre-eminently collective rather than individual,
social rather than asocial or anti-social, usually culturally con-
structed and always culturally interpreted. (Spencer 1996:

559, my insertion)

This applies to the subcategory of violence as well:
‘war ... is always an expression of culture’ (Keegan
1993: 12), and acts of war dramatise key social ideas,
create categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’ as points of iden-
tification, and are embedded in stipulations of legit-
imate kinds of acts of war. The Nuer restrict intra-
village fighting to clubs while spears may be used in
inter-village fights; and while the molestation of
women and children, the destruction of huts and
taking of captives is prohibited in intra-Nuer fights, it
is not when the enemy is non-Nuer (Evans-Pritchard
1969: 121, 155). Pre-contact Fijian chiefs led their
armies into war, but attacks on the chief himself were
strictly prohibited and would lead to cruel revenge
upon the transgressor and his family (Clunie 1977).
The stipulation of legitimate acts of war varies from
group to group and Western observers have often
explained these differences by referring to ‘ritual-
ised’ or ‘conventionalised’ warfare. However, all
societies have stipulations of legitimacy and ritual
kinds of skirmishes or fights as precursors to the

total annihilation of the opposing society. This of
course does not mean that actors always respect the
stipulations of legitimate violence, and often it is
not the violence itself but its undue application in a
certain context that is criticised in public debate.
Nonetheless, history abounds with actors who did
not comply with existing limits to violence and who
successfully achieved their goals and transformed
society. In Vengeance is their Reply by Rolf Kuschel
(1988), a young warrior on Bellona Island in the
Pacific dreams of killing a prominent chief because
of the lasting renown he would achieve and the like-
ly incorporation of his name in local mythology,
despite the fact that chiefs were absolutely beyond
the range of possible legitimate victims.

The ‘organisation’ aspect of war as social practice
emphasises the coordination problems posed by
actors engaged in war. More coordination means
more efficient attack and defence, whether efforts are
invested in large armies, guerrilla warfare, fortresses
or evasive resistance. However, the coordination and
cohesion of warriors is not always easy. In The Mask
of War, Simon Harrison (1993) describes the prob-
lems of assembling a raid party: recruiters always
have to consider whom to include from their own
village group, since some of their fellow male vil-
lagers are members of different kinship groups and
closely related and obliged to people from villages
other than their own. In ancient Fiji, village men
would readily fight on behalf of the village to which
they were related through kinship. However, the
large armies of state raised for larger campaigns, valu
ni tu and valu rabaraba, consisted of bands of warriors
from different villages and were plagued by mistrust
since village chiefs often betrayed their allies. On
hearing a rumour of betrayal, the army might dis-
solve into its different bands (Clunie 1977). The
European city states of the 14th and 15th centuries
often used hired armies whose cohesion was based
on their mutual interest in financial remuneration
because their rulers could not count on the loyalty
of their subjects, and these hired armies were used to
suppress internal rebellion as much as to fight other
rulers. When France was attacked after the revolu-
tion in 1794, common conscription was invented
and the strength of an army of soldiers dedicated to
their force was demonstrated by the defeat of the
European powers that moved against revolutionary
France. An alternative way of achieving cohesion
within the military organisation was daily drilling,
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which in addition to increased efficiency and coor-
dination also created strong psychological bonds
between individual soldiers (McNeill 1983: 131-33).

Finally, the ‘technology’ aspect of war as social
practice has significance for the scope and intensity
of war. This also has important corollaries for which
kinds of war armies can engage in and what kind of
coercive rule they can sustain. According to Michael
Mann, the logistical limitations upon Mesopotamian
armies (they could only march for seven days with
a maximum distance of 90 km) had repercussions
for rulers who could rule but not govern: they could
exact tribute and demand allegiance from people
marginal to the centre of power with the threat of
military retaliation, which however was costly and
took time, so they could not control their subjects on
a day-to-day basis (Mann 1986). It is often assumed
that the history of war is the history of technological
development. The development of ever more effi-
cient technologies and of war in Europe in the 19th
and 20th centuries and the concurrent developments
in state bureaucracy and taxation can be taken as evi-
dence of this point and indeed make the question of
war a central dynamic in social change (see for exam-
ple McNeill 1983; O’Connell 1995). However, such a
perspective is challenged by those who emphasise
the importance of local politics, succession struggles
and legitimating principles (see Simons 1999). The
historian John Keegan (1993) argues that war is
always embedded in culture, offering the example of
16th century Japan where rulers first used fire
weapons to secure their basis of power. However,
after having monopolised fire weapons, they phased
them out and military power was subsequently based
on the samurai and his sword for the next two cen-
turies. Efficiency is but one concern in war.

The social practice of war should be taken serious-
ly, not only because it approaches war from the per-
spective of actors, but also because war at this level
may constitute social groups and their organisation.
Internal cooperation and the division of work, and
the experience and interpretation of acts of war can,
as is well-known, create a strong sense of ‘us’ within
a group of fighting (wo)men and/or within another
group on whose behalf the group fights. In one of the
most inspiring books on war in non-state societies,
The Mask of War, Simon Harrison (1993) argues that
the social entity of the ‘group’ may in a very fun-
damental way be constituted by war. In Western
theories it is often assumed that war is the result of

a lack or weakening of social order. This assumption
can be traced back to Thomas Hobbes (1991[1651]),
who argued that humans in their natural state —i.e.,
without society — will inevitably become entangled
in war against each other. Society, Hobbes argued,
arose as a way of establishing an order above indi-
vidual interests. Harrison, however, argues that to
the Avatip of Papua New Guinea acts of war are fun-
damental acts in the building of society. Their onto-
logical premise is not like that of Hobbes, of man
living individually in nature, but instead that of per-
sons inescapably interrelated in networks of kinship
to everyone else. Without the social group, the Avatip
person would be ontologically dissolved into an
indefinitely extendable web of kinship relations and
the rights and obligations they entail. War serves to
establish non-kinship relations and thus to establish
separate identities for individuals and groups. An
analysis of war thus cannot assume that social order
and groups precede war.

This is nevertheless what we often do in the era
of the nation-state, each of which has its own army
to the exclusion of all other fighting military organ-
isations. Social order internally and externally is the
premise from which exchange-relations are seen as
establishing peaceful relations between groups; con-
sequently, war is viewed as the result of a breakdown
of these relations. In continuation of this premise, it
is discussed whether trade inhibits war (e.g. Mansfield
1994). This is however a normative and culturally
biased perception. Based on a review of the literature
on war in Melanesia, Bruce Knauft (1990) concludes
that while in one instance a group seemed to fight
because of a lack of society — i.e. a lack of exchange
and kinship relations — other groups fought because
of too much society. Marilyn Strathern (1985) argues
that the giving of compensation payments and the
shaking of hands in Papua New Guinea is not, as a
Western approach would assume, an example of the
regulatory power of social conflict management.
Offensive acts also give the perpetrator esteem and
subsequent conciliation, and the giving of compen-
sation and shaking of hands testify to the perpetra-
tors’ ability to produce wealth and power to start a
violent conflict and end it again. To the Hageners of
Papua New Guinea, exchange relations and rela-
tions of violent conflict are not normatively differ-
ent but are rather equally attractive opportunities in
the pursuit of male power, exemplified, among other
things in the ability to use and control these.
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Consequently, we cannot assume that the practice
of war takes place in a context of disorder and moral
condemnation, just as we cannot assume groups to
precede the practices of war. Whether this is the case
has to be ascertained on an individual basis.

War at the level society:

the four forms of social power

While the literature on war is extensive, only few
sociological theories have been proposed in which
war is not a derived but a factor by itself. Among
these, the work of Anthony Giddens, (1985b) Michael
Mann (1986) and Charles Tilly (1990) stands out.
Giddens pays a great deal of attention to military
organisation and how it institutionalises domina-
tion, but also cautions that

Power may be at its most alarming, and quite often its most
horrifying, when applied as a sanction of force. But it is typi-
cally at its most intense and durable when running silently
through the repetition of institutionalized practices. (Giddens
1985b: 9)

The foci of Giddens’ and Tilly’s work are neverthe-
less primarily directed at explaining the emergence
of the nation-state in Europe. Michael Mann, on the
other hand, has a broader historical and geographi-
cal scope, making him theoretically suited for the
general perspective of this article. I will therefore
rely heavily upon him in the following.

Michael Mann’s theory perceives of society as
constituted by ‘multiple overlapping and intersect-
ing sociospatial networks of power’ (Mann 1986: 1).
‘Societies’, ‘groups’ and ‘states’ are not viewed as
natural entities but emerge where there is a socio-
spatial condensation of different kinds networks.
The theory therefore does not assume that society
precedes war and military organisation and that war
is a deviation from social order, but instead views
war as one kind of network of power. Power, accord-
ing to Michael Mann, ‘...is the ability to pursue and
attain goals through mastery of one's environment’
(1986: 6). In a Weberian perspective power refers to
the ability of one actor to carry through his will
despite the resistance of other actors and is seen as
something distributed between a number of actors in
a zero-sum game. However, power also has, accord-
ing to Mann, a Parsonian aspect, since a number of
actors may cooperate and thus collectively enhance
their power over third parties or nature (Mann 1986:

6). Cooperation means social organisation and divi-
sion of labour and there is, Mann writes, an inherent
tendency in collective power also to entail distribu-
tive power. Those at the top of a social organisation
tend to be more likely able to carry through their
will, while those at the bottom are hindered in their
resistance by the fact that they can only achieve
similar collective benefits if they can establish an
alternative division of labour: people with a low
position in a social hierarchy are, in Mann'’s word-
ing, often organisationally outflanked. To Mann,
stratification is the central aspect of societies since
its dual aspect of distributive and collective power
is the means by which humans try to achieve their
goals. Both Marxists and neo-Weberians argue,
according to Mann, on the premise that stratification
is the central aspect of social organisation and that
politics, ideology and economy are the main organ-
isations in any society. Mann accepts this but sepa-
rates military organisation from political organisa-
tion. His argument for doing so is historical: unlike
the modern nation-state, most states have not had
or even claimed a monopoly on organised military
force and, furthermore, military groups constitute an
independent factor that may act without the con-
sent of the society from which they come (Mann
1986: 11). Mann distinguishes between two dimen-
sions of power which result in four ideal-typical
organisations of power. Firstly, power may be assessed
according to its extensity and intensity - i.e., its
‘ability to organize large numbers of people over far-
flung territories in order to engage in minimally sta-
ble cooperation’, and its ‘ability to organize tightly
and command a high level of mobilization or com-
mitment from the participants’ (Mann 1986: 7).
Secondly, power can be assessed according to its
authoritative and diffused types, which refers to
whether power is ‘actually willed by groups and
institutions [and]... comprises definite commands
and conscious obedience’ or whether it is spread in
a more ‘spontaneous, unconscious, decentred way
throughout a population’ (Mann 1986: 8, my
insertion) (These ideas are, incidentally, very simi-
lar to those of Anthony Giddens’ [1985b: intro-
duction]).

Putting these four polarities of power together
results in four ideal-typical forms of organisational
reach:
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Authoritative Diffused
Intensive  Army command structure A general strike
Extensive Militaristic empire Market exchange

(Mann 1986: 9)

The army is an example of concentrated and coer-
cive organisation of power which is intensive, in
contrast to the militaristic empire where power is
also ‘willed’ and based on ‘definite commands and
conscious obedience’, but which is likely to get only
a low degree of commitment from its subjects. The
general strike is Mann's example of a diffuse, inten-
sive organisation of power showing a high degree of
commitment and happening more or less sponta-
neously. Finally, market exchange, which is volun-
tary and involves transactions that may extend over
vast areas, is an example of a diffuse, extensive
organisation of power.

Power in its distributive and collective aspects
thus has four ideal typical forms of organisation:
economic (production and exchange of subsistence
needs), ideological (giving meaning, morale and
aesthetics to actors), military (providing means of
defence and aggression) and political (centralised,
institutionalised and territorialised aspects of social
relations). Below is a graphic representation of my
perception of society as constituted by four networks
of power. The broken circle indicates that only the
socio-spatial overlap and condensation of these net-
works lead to what we normally characterise as

‘society”:

Military Economics
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of Power ,"
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FIG. 2: War at the level of society.

All of the four main organisations of power entail a
mixture of the above-mentioned aspects of power.
Military organisation ‘mobilizes violence, the most
concentrated, if bluntest, instrument of human
power’ (Mann 1986: 26). The concentration and tac-
tical use of this form of power is crucial in battles,
sieges and skirmishes, so violence that is organised
authoritatively, distributively and intensively provides
decisive advantages in such situations. However,
military organisation also has a more extensive aspect
in that raids and punitive actions may be launched
over extensive areas:

Thus military power is sociospatially dual: a concentrated core
in which positive, coerced controls can be exercised, sur-
rounded by an extensive penumbra in which terrorized popu-
lation swill not normally step beyond certain niceties of com-
pliance but whose behavior cannot be positively controlled.
(Mann 1986: 26)

Likewise, the economic organisation of production,
distribution, exchange and consumption has an
extensive reach, since distribution and exchange may
imply networks crossing vast distances, but it also
has an intensive side since, for example, production
involves intensive practical, everyday labour.

These four ideal types of social power broadly
have the function they indicate, according to Mann,
there is no one-to-one relationship between form
and function. Economic functions can be handled
by states, armies and churches as well as specialised
circuits of exchange, just as ideologies can be bran-
dished by economic classes, states and armies. On
the one hand, there are obviously important inter-
dependencies between the different kinds of power.
Military organisations may, for example, rely on or
lean to hierarchies of authority in political networks,
be dependent on ideological networks for the cre-
ation of solidarity between warrior-soldiers and the
endowment of meaning and legitimacy to their
task, and be dependent on access to economic net-
works for campaigns of any size and duration. Such
interdependencies are evident in ancient Polynesian
chiefdoms like ancient Fiji and Hawaii, where the
political status of chief was not only linked closely
to divinity but also to the chief’s capabilities as a
warrior (Kirch 1981; Valeri 1985), and in the case
of European state-building in the 18th and 19th
centuries (Giddens 1985b; Tilly 1990). On the
other hand, military power may be extended into
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economic, political and ideological networks. The
distributed power of military organisation is, accord-
ing to Mann, amendable to other situations of social
cooperation where coercion can be used, such as
coerced labour in mines, in plantations and in the
building of monuments, fortification or roads. It is,
however, less suitable for normal dispersed agricul-
ture, for industry where special skills are required, or
for trade, where the costs of coercion exhaust the
resources of the military regime (Mann 1986: 26).
The ideal-typical forms of power attain intermit-
tent existence in specific historical situations where
they interrelate and give rise to a particular configu-
ration of networks of interaction. In their specific
forms, they are interdependent on the development
of the other forms of power organisation in their
distributive, collective, authoritative, diffuse, exten-
sive and intensive aspects. They are furthermore
also dependent in extensity and intensity on the
development of technologies of transportation and
communication (though Mann argues against tech-
nological determinism [1986: 524-26]). As already
mentioned, Mann argues that the logistics of pre-
industrial societies inhibited unsupported marches
of more than 90 kilometres and that military power
could thus be exercised at longer distances at high
costs. A similar argument is made by Anthony
Giddens, who makes the limitations upon European
cavalry in the 15th and 16th centuries a pivotal
point in the change from the Absolutist to the mod-
ern nation-state: in the former, coercion could only
be applied temporarily and at costs increasing with
the distance from the centre of power, whereas
modern technology has enabled the rapid deploy-
ment of armies to all of the geographical areas
enclosed by the borders of the nation-state. In the
former, power diminished with distance; in the latter,
power is homogenously present all over (Giddens
1985b, see also Anderson 1991 for a similar point).
What we get from this perception of war at the
societal level is the possibility of analysing war as
organised physical violence, as defined above, in
relation to other kinds of social power. It is often
assumed that military organisation is derived from
social organisation as such. For example, the ‘old’
evolutionists such as Morton Fried (1967) and Elman
Service (1978) argue that war cannot be a factor in
social evolution because it will always rely on politi-
cal organisation. What they do not take into account
is that military organisations might develop inde-

pendently of other networks of power and/or across
established social groups. Obvious examples are the
rebel movements in, for instance, Sierra Leone
(Richards 1996) and the Al-Qaeda terrorist network.
In neither of these cases do we have a military organ-
isation that is part of a ‘society’ on whose behalf it
acts; instead, military organisations fight across such
entities. Paul Richards (1996) thus argues that the
rebel movement in Sierra Leone takes advantage of
young people who drop out of established social
networks, forcefully integrates them in a movement
that is informed by practices connected with the
forest (as opposed to the ‘city’, both metaphorically
and concretely) and makes use of specific kinds of
violence (the cutting off of limbs at the wrist or at
the elbow) to reach an international audience in
order to circumvent the enemy ‘group’ (the state).

War at the processual level

Since societies are conceived of as overlapping net-
works of social power, social structural change takes
place when the configuration of these networks
changes and a more extended and tightly overlap-
ping concentration of networks emerges or more
fragmented and loose overlayings result. Michael
Mann posits that whereas the four forms of power
are ‘track-layers’ in the world-historical process ‘...
there is no obvious, formulaic, general patterning
of the interrelations of power sources.” (Mann 1986:
523). He does point out two different ways in which
military power may have a reorganising role in his-
tory: in battles military power may decide which kind
of society will predominate; and in peace, military
organisation may dominate other networks of power
and organise societies as such (Mann 1986: 521). I
would, however, like to reformulate these two reor-
ganising roles of war in history and add a third.

If we conceive of societies as configurations of
overlapping networks of power, war may have a role
in changing these configurations in three different
ways: firstly, war may as military organisation expand
onto the other networks of power of which it is part
and from which it feeds; secondly, war may be a
means for the forceful integration and subjugation
of other configurations of networks of power such as
when one group conquers or subjugates another;
and, thirdly, as a frequent and recurrent phenomenon
war may form a context within which groups devel-
op. War may thus, from the perspective of a single
society, have an internal, external or contextual role
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in social structural change. Graphically, this can be
represented as below:
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FIG. 3: War at the level of process.

These three roles correspond to three basic ways in
which war in the literature on the subject is said to
change society: war leads to subjugation, the devel-
opment of a military organisation based on central
command and hierarchy which spreads to the rest
of society, or provides a context in which political
organisation under the threat of annihilation devel-
ops into more complex forms.

All three roles are represented in the theory of one
of the first scholars to link war and social structural
change, Herbert Spencer, who discusses his ideas in
his three-volume work Principles in Sociology, pub-
lished between 1876 and 1896:

Wars originate governmental structures, and strong leadership
does not evolve where people live in peace with each other or
are scattered and cooperation thus not possible. War between
groups, however, furthers the development of leadership by a
warrior-chief and, later on through the process of differentia-
tion, by developing the political and the military arms of gov-
ernment as separate organs. Means of communication are
eventually developed when the coordination between the dif-
ferent parts of society requires it.... In the process of growth,
one group may compound the other, but such incorporation
through conquest and subsequent tributary relationship
remains unstable until it is ‘habituated to combined action

against external enemies’. (Spencer 1967: 37)

Wars between groups thus spur the internal devel-
opment of a society’s leadership, and wars lead
through conquest to the formation of larger entities,

whose leadership is stabilised through wars with
external enemies:

... men who are local rulers while at home and leaders of their
respective hands of dependents when fighting a common foe
under direction of a general leader, become minor heads dis-
ciplined in subordination to the major head and as they carry
more or less of this subordination home with them, the mili-
tary organization developed during war survives as the politi-

cal organization during peace. (Spencer 1967: 37)

Wars lead, according to Spencer, to the development
of centralised government because of the need to
coordinate action in order to survive. Subordination
in the military is replicated in the political organisa-
tion, and gradually more complex forms of society
develop. While on the one hand war provided a con-
text in which a society developed internally because
of the premium on better management through
better integration of a society’s various parts, on the
other hand war as conquest was a means through
which societies grew in size and from which institu-
tionalised inequality arose.

Since Spencer, the linkage between war and evo-
lution has been continued by Franz Oppenheimer
(1999, originally 1914) and others who argued that
conquest was behind early state formation (see Haas
1982: 63-66; Service 1978: 23-25). A contemporary
heir of Spencer is found in Robert Carneiro, who in
a number of articles (1970; 1981) argues that

... war has been the principal agent by which human societies,
starting as small and simple autonomous communities, have
surmounted petty sovereignties and transformed themselves,

step by step, into vast and complex states. (Carneiro 1990: 191)

Since people do not voluntarily relinquish their sov-
ereignty, social organisations like the state can only
develop through forced subjugation - i.e. conquest
— Carneiro argues (1970). Michael Mann's discussion
of the emergence of the early state takes the same
point of departure, but like many others who discuss
the role of war in the formation of early states
(Claessen 2000; Claessen and Skalnik 1978a; Cohen
1985; Haas 1981; 1982), he argues that war is neither
a sufficient nor a necessary factor in state formation.
On the other hand, even those who oppose war as a
prime mover or as a factor at all because war is
derived from other factors acknowledge that the
consequences of war can be vast and of immense
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significance (e.g., Claessen 2000: 110; Claessen and
Skalnik 1978b: 626; Cohen 1985; Porter 1994: 3).
The interrelations and feedback mechanisms that
can occur are, judging from the literature, many and
complex, but the three roles mentioned above pro-
vide the forms.

The first way in which war can lead to change in
a society’s configuration of power is through the
spread of military organisation onto other networks
of power. Mann indicated this possibility with the
concept of ‘compulsory cooperation’. Here the
intense, authoritative power of the military is used
to intensify the exploitation of concentrated pock-
ets of labour, stabilise systems of value, and protect
production and trade, leading to the compulsory
diffusion of ideologies (Mann 1986: ch. 5). In Mann'’s
case the assumption is that military organisation is
a specific kind of social power that may force itself
onto other forms of power. Other authors (e.g.,
Spencer 1967) argue, however, that because military
power is most effective when organised on the basis
of a centralised command and a clear-cut hierarchy,
frequent war will lead to a higher level of subjuga-
tion, centralisation and hierarchy in military organ-
isation than in the rest of the social organisation.
If this military organisation spreads to the rest of
society in times of peace, the social structure will
change towards more hierarchical structures with
more centralised control. The crucial task in both
cases is to delineate under which circumstances mil-
itary power would be allowed to spread into other
social organisations. Not all economic, political or
ideological networks are amendable to the authori-
tative, intense power of military organisation, and
while military leaders may be cherished by their sol-
diers and the people they defend in times of war,
they may not have any power in times of peace. The
successful war leaders Geronimo, of the Apache in
North America, and Fousive, of the Yanomami in
South America, could not transform their military
success into civil authority (Chagnon 1974: 177-80).
Elman Service (1978) argued that a centralised lead-
ership would be agreed upon by consensus because
of the benefits for societal survival that it offers.
While this may apply in times of war and explain
the emergence of a sophisticated military organisa-
tion, it does not explain why such forms of organisa-
tion would spread to the rest of society in times of
peace. People may relinquish their sovereignty to
military command in order to survive, but under

which circumstances would they not revoke that deci-
sion in times of peace? The process is therefore most
likely to take place in circumstances where a society is
under constant threat of being annihilated and where
military organisation can organise the economic
activities, its leadership can achieve political status,
or its ideology can tie into the ideology of the group.

The second role of war in processual change is as
a means for the coerced integration of other soci-
eties into a society’s own networks of power - i.e.,
through conquest or subjugation. The conquest of
other groups provides a means by which to acquire
access to additional basic resources. The conquest
theories have the strength of explaining not only
how centralised command and hierarchy emerges,
but also how stratification - i.e. privileged access to
basic resources in the sense of Morton Fried (1967)
- comes about. The conquest theories posit that the
subjugation of one group by another, followed up
by the extraction of tribute or tax from the con-
quered group, leads to stratification where previous-
ly only egalitarian or ranked political relations pre-
vailed. Over time, military rule is transformed into
institutionalised government, laws, and the assimi-
lation of the two groups into one people. Herbert
Spencer (1967) argued in this way, and more recently
the line of argument has, as mentioned, been taken
up by Robert Carneiro (1970), whose theory has
become one of the most cited and central contribu-
tions to discussions on the relation between war and
state formation. Carneiro argues that in a situation
where a group’s access to land is limited by circum-
scription (because of ecological conditions, the pres-
ence of other groups, or the concentration of scarce
resources) a point will arise when it is more feasible
to conquer the land of another group than to inten-
sify production by working harder or inventing new
technologies of cultivation. Because this point arises
before production is maximised, Carneiro argues, the
conquering group can achieve higher levels of pro-
duction by coercing the conquered group. Through
such a process, chiefdoms arise by incorporating
several villages into one polity. The replication of the
process on a larger scale accounts for the rise of states
through the incorporation of several regions into
one polity. Through a process of ‘internal evolution’,
previous reciprocal or redistributional exchange
relations have been transformed, and a society where
one powerful stratum taxes a subjugated stratum
has appeared.
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While neat and elegant, the theory actually only
explains why and how entities grow larger through
conquest, but not how political organisation changes.
Carneiro does not elaborate upon the ‘internal evo-
lution’ through which political transformation is
achieved and instead takes the state for granted at
this point (Carneiro 1970: 736). His theory does not
actually explain what it intends to do and thus
shares the general weakness of the conquest theories.
They assumed that the relationship between the
conquering and the conquered groups acquires a
new quality after conquest. For the theory to work
the conquered cannot merely become incorporated
into existing exchange relations. A group conquered
by a chief and paying their yearly tribute like other
groups of the chiefdom would not be part of a state
but of a chiefdom. While conquest may explain the
subjugation of another group of people, it does not
explain the transformation of political power or the
social structure as such. The theories offer plausible
contexts in which higher levels of social complexi-
ty, subjugation and stratification should develop,
but not how this would transgress the existing social
structure. One possibility is that the war leaders
appropriate pieces of land (Webster 1975) or tribute
that can provide the initial basis for economic power.

War may, thirdly and finally, provide a context in
which societies develop. The argument is that since
military effectiveness is enhanced the more its dis-
tributive aspects are developed, and that more com-
plex societies enable better organisation of defence
and attack, stratification and division of work will
develop within societies frequently engaged in war.
The evolutionist Herbert Spencer (1967) offers one
example of this approach, and Elman Service (1978)
similarly argued that war would make people accept
the power monopoly of an emerging state since
‘good government’ would enhance their chances of
survival by offering a more powerful organisation
for their protection (Service 1978: 270). Michael
Mann basically says the same when he states that
‘[tlhrough battles the logic of destructive military
power may decide which form of society will pre-
dominate. This is an obvious reorganising role of
military power throughout much of history.” (Mann
1986: 521). The crucial task here is to explain when
such developments would take place. Herbert
Spencer argued that such a development would not
occur in the case of extensively dispersed groups,
and Carneiro had to invoke a scenario with a resource

shortage and circumscription. Furthermore, just as
war and development cannot be equated, neither can
peace and stagnation: some societies are continuous-
ly at war with each other but do not develop higher
complexity. Here war is instead part of the repro-
duction of social structures (Harrison 1993; Gardner
and Heider 1969). The context approach works best
as a long-term, survival-of-the-fittest explanation of
state formation or to explain development through
the threat of annihilation, but we still need to
explain when a reconfiguration of the networks of
power will be the result.

The three different ways in which war may part of
a process of social structural change can of course
be closely interlinked. The advantage of separating
them is that their distinct ways of operating become
clear and that the preconditions that have to be ful-
filled also become apparent. In evolutionist scenarios
like those of Herbert Spencer and Robert Carneiro
war is seen as a unitary phenomenon. They suggest
that war may entail a number of developments:
better military organisation; better social organisa-
tion as such, to the conquest of other group and the
development of inequality, to the emergence of the
early state; and to the psychological adaptation to
submission. They do not, however, specify how these
different political changes may occur. War may be a
factor in social structural change, but is obviously
not always so: while wars proliferate, they mostly
only bring about the substitution of one chief with
another, but not with a king. One group may defeat
another, but still be a chiefdom demanding tribute
instead of becoming a state that receives taxes. In
the terms of the above framework, social structural
change only occurs when the networks of social
power are rearranged, and the task for an analysis of
the role of war in such a process is to specify the
constraints and opportunities available to actors
in such processes. When is it possible for a warrior-
soldier to transform his status achieved in war into
political status, or apply his command of military
organisation to other areas of his group? When does
conquest and subjugation lead to new forms of
political organisation? Under which circumstances
does frequent war lead to a process in which social
organisation or technologies of violence enter a spiral
of refinement and development instead of the
reproduction of the status quo?

The dominance of long-distance trade may be an
opportunity for leaders to build their own military
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organisation which is not dependent upon the con-
sent of their own group (Webb 1975), and war may be
an opportunity for leaders to acquire small pieces of
land from which they can build an economic base and
transform the political organisation (Webster 1975).
While chiefs, traders, priests and great warriors can be
seen as representatives of one kind of social power
(i.e. political, economic, ideological and war respec-
tively), most leaders have to use the multiple sources
of power in order to uphold their position (Earle
1997). To analyse such processes and discuss the role
of war in social change, it is necessary to consider war
at both the level of practice and the level of society.

Conclusion

What I have argued above is that war may be con-
sidered at three different levels. At the level of prac-
tice, war is conceived as acts of physical violence
organised by two or more actors that may employ
technology to enhance the scope and intensity of
violence. The acts are directed at members of another
group and are always embedded in a context of
meaning which gives significance to the acts and
delineates which kinds of violence are deemed legiti-
mate in the actual context and which are not, yet this
does not imply that these delineations are always

respected. At the level of society, practices of war
are manifestations of one of four social sources of
power — economic, political, ideological and military
— which are ideal-typically organised in military
organisations. All societies consist of overlapping
networks of social interaction that are based upon
one of these four kinds of social power and which in
their specific combination characterise a specific
kind of society. At the level of process, war can have
three different roles according to whether military
organisation spreads into and dominates other net-
works of power, whether other societies by conquest
or subjugation are forcefully integrated in the net-
works of which the military organisation is also part,
or, finally, whether frequent and reoccurring wars
provide the context for an ongoing process of devel-
opment of technology and forms of power, especially
social organisation. Processes of change are always
induced by actors pursuing interests in a specific
context and while some processes of change are the
result of conscious choice others result from unin-
tended consequences. Change is spurred by practice
and its intended or unintended consequences for
the overall configuration of networks of social power.
Combined, the three levels of analysis of war at the
level of practice, of society and of process can
graphically be represented as below:
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FIG. 4: The framework for the analysis of war.
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The advantage of this model is its combination of
three levels of analysis. War is most often looked
upon at the societal level in discussions of war and
historical development or social structural change.
As I have argued, this is not acceptable for any social
theory that aims to take practice seriously, nor is it
feasible as an exclusive focus in connection with
war. War may change the overall configuration of the
social networks of power, but not always. Its ability
to do so is dependent on other circumstances. First,
the internal spread of military organisation is
dependent on the compatibility of military organi-
sation to political organisation, on the linkage of
meanings of organised physical violence to ideology
and on the possibilities of converting military status
into political status. Second, the external application
of war leads only to qualitative change to the extent
that new forms of subjugation and payments are the
result of conquest; and third, for societies that repro-
duce themselves in a context of frequent war there
is the need to specify the dynamic of change that
results in a reconfiguration of the networks of power.
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Warfare and pre-State Societies:

An Introduction

HELLE VANDKILDE

This section concerns warfare in non-state or pre-state societies. In our own part
of the world social entities without central power no longer exist. To find them
we have to reach far back into the prehistory of Europe or to consult ethnographic
descriptions of tribal populations outside Europe even today not entirely subordi-
nated to a state power. European prehistory represents excellent research ground
for the study of warfare in non-centralised societies outside the sphere of influence
of states and, later still, under various forms of impact from such centralised units.

For thousands of years de-centrality was a dominant social principle in Europe
and remained so even after the formation of states in certain core regions:
around 2000 BC the first state societies emerged in the eastern Mediterranean.
Further north, in central Europe and the Balkans, there were attempts to monop-
olise power early on, but it is not until the 7th and 6th centuries BC — under the
influence from Mediterranean city-states — that these efforts turned out more
successful. In northern Europe, by comparison, state formation is a late phe-
nomenon; a prolonged process of emulation connected to the expansion and
politics of the Roman Empire. Turning to the ethnohistorical and ethnographic
record, few, if any of the tribal societies we know of, have maintained them-
selves independently of the modern world system, and this particular context
should be taken into account when assessing their relationship to war.

Research and stereotypic pre-understandings

To venture into the subject of warfare among tribes is intriguing, not least, due
to the mythical constructions associated over the years with these societies. The
difficulties scholars are facing in avoiding these stereotypic pre-understandings
are obvious when looking at the history of archaeological and anthropological
research into the subject of warfare and society: we have tended to classify tribal
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societies as either inherently bellicose or innately peaceful with periodic ups
and downs for either view (Otterbein 1999, Vandkilde 2003 and this volume
chapter 5). Lately, the former, Hobbesian, view has prevailed in both disciplines.

In prehistoric archaeology, studies devoted specifically to war and violence were
few until the mid 1990s, when Lawrence Keeley’s book War before Civilisation
(1996) turned the tide and pushed the opinion from a dove’s view on prehistory
towards a hawk’s view. In the more recent anthropology non-centralised societies
are quite often described as being in a constant state of war. This perception of
a bellicose other with deep roots in Western thought was in the 1970s reiterated
by Pierre Clastres, who argued that warfare should simply be understood as
the dominant structure, the essence, of tribal society: warfare, says Clastres, is
ubiquitous among tribes, and the very factor that prevents their transformation
to state. What Clastres did was to reverse Thomas Hobbes (1958[1651]) famous
dictum about the primitive being ‘bellum omnium contra omnes’ by arguing that
if the state is categorised as the pacifier of that being, then war in primitive
society is war against the state; hence the phrase society against the state (Clastres
1977; 1994; Bestard and Bidon-Chanal 1979: 225).

There can be no doubt that warfare was a frequent activity among tribal popu-
lations in the Americas: Tupi-Guarani, Yanomami, Blackfoot, Apache, Algonquin,
Iroquois, and so forth, but also in many other parts of the world, for example
in Melanesia and east Africa. Tribes without warfare are definitely few, but Jiirg
Helbling rightly points out that it is nevertheless significant that they exist
(chapter 9). Likewise, one may wonder if omnipresence of war and martial cul-
ture really is a fair description of European prehistory — before and after the first
states and empires were formed in the east Mediterranean region?

Questions and recent approaches

The more recent debates in anthropology and archaeology bring forth a series
of connected questions. Can we really, irrespective of context, talk about a per-
manent situation of war among tribes and is the often quoted prerogative
‘endemic war’ really appropriate? Are the use of violence and the waging of war
against the other, then, deeply rooted in human biology? Here follows, logically,
the question whether the state is a pacifier or creator of that bellicose being?
Pacification is one possibility and at the other end of the scale warfare among
tribes is considered as a result of state expansion and influence (Ferguson and
Whitehead 1992). We may likewise ask whether warfare could possibly be a fac-
tor in generating social complexity and hierarchy among tribal societies thus
undermining the basic principle of decentralisation? Or is it rather the opposite
way around, namely that war merely has a homeostatic function in reproducing
these societies as themselves? If the latter is the case, this would support
Clastres’ view that tribal societies are inevitably structured against change pre-
cisely due to the permanency of war (1977; 1994).

The five articles of this section all work towards solving these problems, and
all authors share the view of warfare as a violent kind of social action. Jiirg
Helbling’s (chapter 9) contribution is the most general of them, offering impor-
tant new insights into the theme of warfare in societies without centralised
political control — in Polly Wiessner’s phrasing acephalous societies (chapter 11).
It also assesses critically the prevalent theories of warfare and ventures into the
difficult question of the cause, purpose and effects of war in these societies. The
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remaining four articles are case studies examining warfare in specific non-state
societies or regions: Nick Thorpe (chapter 10) examines patterns of warfare in
prehistoric Britain and Ireland, whereas Polly Wiessner (chapter 11), Ton Otto
(chapter 12) and Chris Gosden (chapter 13) all operate within historical Papua
New Guinea, although the actual contexts of Highland and Island New Guinea
differ in many aspects.

War was never permanent

What is especially striking — when reading these different accounts from anthro-
pology and archaeology - is the actual variable presence of war, hence strongly
implying that war-related violence is culturally and socially constructed rather
than rooted in psychology and biology.

Thorpe’s examination (chapter 10) demonstrates with clarity that the British
evidence of the Neolithic and the Bronze Age cannot support the evolutionary
hypothesis of increasing warfare through time. The surprisingly rich record of
traumata, weaponry and fortified settlements rather points towards specific hori-
zons of fighting and feuding, especially connected to periods with radical social
and economic change. This is much in tune with Wiessner’s findings among the
notoriously warlike Enga in the Highlands of New Guinea: not even here is war
always of the same magnitude and different kinds of war can be distinguished,
not all of them equally lethal (chapter 11).

The temporal and regional variation in the presence of war is also very much
the focus of Helbling’s discussion. He puts emphasis both on the fact that warfare
is frequent among tribes and that peaceful tribes exist. He argues further that
not all conflicts lead to war and some conflicts are solved peacefully. He shows
that hunter-gatherer societies typically have no war, and this argues against bio-
logical and psychological explanations of tribal warfare. War is nevertheless a
widespread form of social action, which constitutes a particular social environ-
ment to which actors and local groups have to adapt for the sake of survival.
War does not break out because people are devoted to warfare and Kkillings; it
breaks out because it is simply too risky to engage in a strategy of peace: war is
the necessary, even though unintentional and damaging result of the strategic interac-
tion of groups under specific structural conditions (chapter 9).

The distinct variability in the presence and scale of warfare in time and space
points to the conclusion that the predominant understanding of tribal societies
as being in an eternal state of war has to be nuanced and contextualised. It is
equally thought-provoking that some periods in European prehistory with exces-
sive amounts of prestigious weaponry have surprisingly little evidence of war-
inflicted skeletal traumata (cp. Thorpe chapter 10; Robb 1997), and this may
suggest that the concepts of cold war and arms race could possibly apply to
decentralised societies. This is completely in accordance with Helbling’s obser-
vation (chapter 9) that among ethnographically described tribes war rarely
breaks out when two parties are of equal strength and in a stalemate situation.

War and social change

People caught in the middle of a war certainly experience that conditions for
action have changed, but we need to approach the relationship between war
and social change in a more sociological manner. Does war produce social
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change, either smoothly or radically? The answer to the first part of the question
is a fairly clear yes. Theories of human practice and interaction have in recent
years helped to bring more focus upon the human actor as the instigator of
social change, irrespective of whether that action is peaceful or warlike. All kinds
of social action produce small-scale change, which we may term ‘social repro-
duction’. Hence, warfare can be said always — whenever it occurs — to contribute
to the hardly noticeable change that continuously takes place in all societies.

The answer to the second part of the question is a more hesitant yes, or per-
haps. From the point of view of archaeology war seems to occur most frequently
in certain periods with radical shifts in the systems of domination in Europe, for
example when agriculture and a domesticated way of living were first imple-
mented from the 7th millennium BC onwards, or much later, at the transition
to the Middle Bronze Age around 1600 BC when a series of new geo-political
tfigurations formed. Warfare can certainly be attributed some kind of role in the
web of causes and effects contained by major macro-regional horizons of social
transformation in European prehistory, but at present this role is hard to pin-
point more precisely. Acts of war have often enough been used strategically by
groups or individuals to centralise and enhance social power, but how effective
is war in this respect? Along side economic power, ideological power and polit-
ical power, the military source of power is among Michael Mann’s four key
power sources. It mostly functions as a back-up of one or more of the other three
power sources (Mann 1986). Then, in Mann’s perception of history, war and
military organisation often play roles in the games of power, even if they rarely
stand alone.

The articles of this volume allow us to carry the debate about the role of
warfare in social transformation further, especially as regards the emergence of
strong leadership. Thorpe is critical to the often assumed connection between
the enhancement of male status and warfare; at least it is clear from the British
evidence that warfare was not only conducted by young males striving for
prestige; senior males, and even women, can be seen to have been involved in
violent encounters presumably related to war (chapter 10). Outside Britain the
prehistoric age-gender pattern is also variable, which should evoke some caution
in connecting emphasised masculinity directly with (war-imposed) hierarchy.
The (male) warrior companies inhabiting many past and present societies do not
inevitably lead to a central leadership even if the potential is present owing to
their high standards of internal order and organisation. Rather it seems to me
that warrior clubs are quite often placed on the margins of society where they
are far from being power fields in themselves. Only grave forms of external
pressure seem to be able to change this state of affairs (Vandkilde chapter 5; cp.
also Steuer chapter 16).

In the context of historical Papua New Guinea Wiessner points out that
egalitarian institutions typically pulled in the opposite direction when ambi-
tious individuals tried to establish themselves as leaders with a following of sup-
porters (chapter 11; also Wiessner 2002). She is also reluctant to accept a direct
connection between the rise of hierarchy and the waging of war. True enough,
strong leaders eventually rose in Melanesia, but not from conventional warfare,
she argues. Among the Highland Enga it was first and foremost war-games and
exchange transactions of the so-called Great Ceremonial Wars that played a vital
role in this respect, and leadership sometimes passed on from father to son. In
the eastern Highlands weak hierarchies developed connected to warfare and male
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cults, but had little effect on the routines of daily life. It seems likely, according
to Wiessner, that it was activities within institutions with a predominantly
peaceful purpose which - in her phrasing — paved the road towards changing
the role of warfare from a conservative to a progressive force (chapter 11).

This is fairly parallel to the outcome of the debates in the War and Society
project group, reported on in the introduction to this book: war is for the most
part involved in the formation of hierarchies, but other factors enter into inter-
action with war. Claus Bossen (cp. chapters 7 and 17) has in particular studied
war as a possible processor in state formation. His conclusion is that war can
rarely be singled out as the very factor that leads to the emergence of the state:
war is almost always present when states are in the making, but a series of con-
tributing factors can be added.

In sum, regularities are difficult to pinpoint apart from the fact that war very
often creates more war; most likely as an unintended effect of power-strategic
actions. For the moment we can then safely say that warfare is almost always
present when societies make the change towards strong leadership and hierarchy,
but the role as processor needs more study.

War, tribes and states

It is probably in the nature of states to reproduce themselves by expanding their
interests into new territories, such as those inhabited by decentralised societies.
Doubtless the latter will be influenced one way or the other, even when the state
resides, not in the vicinity, but farther away. Our present knowledge hardly
allows us to model the effect of state expansion on decentralised peripheries,
with respect to war and peace, in any great detail, and until recently two quite
opposite scenarios have quite dominated the research. They originate in the
Hobbesian and Rousseaunian worldviews briefly referred to above.

The first standpoint assumes that tribes are by nature peaceful and that warfare
amongst them is not an original mode of action, but a result of state contact.
Especially Brian Ferguson has advanced this view with primary reference to
interaction between colonial authorities and indigenous societies in 19th and
20th century Americas, the so-called ‘war-in-the-tribal-zone-theory’ (Ferguson
1990; Ferguson and Whitehead 1992). The underlying idea is that a delicate,
and predominantly peaceful balance between local tribes was shattered by the
state intrusion and as a result widespread acts of war broke out. A similarity may
here be noted to Clastres’ conceptualisation of tribal warfare as a defence mech-
anism against the state. New archaeological evidence and analyses, however,
seriously undermine this argumentation: war has existed among decentralised
societies long before any state was ever present and for that matter continued to
exist long after this major watershed (e.g. Thorpe chapter 10; Vandkilde chapter
5; Maschner and Reedy-Maschner 1998; Keeley 1996). This does not necessarily
mean that ‘the tribal zone’ was unaffected, and it is quite likely that the actual
level of warfare increased or decreased due to state meddling.

The second standpoint advances the contrasting opinion that state interfer-
ence has the positive effect of pacifying inherently warlike tribes, but, as argued
above, the level of war in decentralised societies has varied across time and
space, and cases of peaceful societies can even be cited. This actual variability
suggests that state intervention in tribal affairs has effects that logically also
must vary from case to case. The configuration of power in itself makes possible
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different strategic avenues for both parties: state dominance can notably be
achieved through coercion and/or persuasion. Likewise, tribal subordination
may imply strategies of collaboration and/or resistance that may again have
effects on the modes of interaction internally between local groups — whether in
a more peaceful or warlike direction (cp. Guha 1997: 20ff).

Monopolising the violence will surely be amongst the primary aims of
expanding states, but will they necessarily succeed in pacifying the people they
are trying to convert into subjects and by what means? In spite of the ideologi-
cal construction of Pax Romana, the reactions of Germanic and Gallic tribes to
the military and political expansion of the Rome were manifold, varying in a
very complex manner between radical militarisation and intimate cooperation,
and even emulation of the Roman state organisation. In more recent times there
are several examples of immediate or ultimate success at pacification, but this
was a two-sided process in which the colonised people acted strategically in
their world.

In the Bismarck Archipelago of Papua New Guinea, Gosden points out that
pacification was not only the result of colonial efforts to impose a monopoly,
but also due to local desires to stop fighting (chapter 13). Otto has in Manus
region of Papua New Guinea observed a slightly deviating pattern (chapter 12).
He points out that exchange was the crucial glue that ensured the functioning
of the social structure and that warfare was traditionally utilised as an alterna-
tive resource that contributed to the maintenance of the exchange network and
hence in an essential manner to the reproduction of society. In this part of PNG
the continued smooth functioning of the traditional exchange systems — rather
than peace — was a key issue: a destabilisation of the existing exchange systems
occurred first, probably due to impact of the state apparatus, and then as a result
an acceptance of colonial authority and its efforts to monopolise violence.
Importantly, prior to the decisions to engage in strategies of peace in the Manus
province and other regions of Papua New Guinea — the actual level of internal
warring was raised — apparently accentuated by the introduction of firearms.
The chain of events can be roughly reconstructed as follows: First, in order to
obtain firearms attacks were organised on Westerners, who then committed
severe retaliations in which villages were destroyed and people killed or driven
away. The Western punitive raids and the use of firearms in local warfare dis-
rupted existing exchange relations and the ensuing malaise — probably ampli-
tfied by epidemic diseases — caused villagers to give up weapons and fighting, and
as a consequence the whole social system underwent transformation ending
with the firm establishment of colonial authority. A similar pattern of response
also involving firearms has been noted among the Yanomami (Clastres 1994),
and the adoption of horses among the Abipon of the Grand Chaco, likewise in
South America, is known to have increased the level of internal warfare as well
as the level of resistance against the Spanish colonisation (Lacroix 1990). In
sum, this suggests a varied response to conquest and colonial hegemony and
underlines that innovation in fighting technology is a variable that should also
be accounted for.
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Concluding remarks

It seems to me that the topic of warfare in non-state societies — with or without
states in their spheres of interaction — has made some recent advances. The arti-
cles of this section testify to this conclusion. To achieve clearer answers about
the relationship of non-state societies to violence and warfare archaeological
prehistoric sources have to be consulted and compared to anthropological evi-
dence. We could probably learn a lot more by engaging into systematic and con-
text-based comparisons of cases distributed research-strategically across time
and space. Attention should be paid to the intricate interplay between action
and structure since it is in this configuration that regularity and variability in
history are formed.
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War and Peace in Societies without Central Power:

Theories and Perspectives

JURG HELBLING

Since the late 1960s — that is, after the decline of
structural functionalism and under the impact of the
various wars of independence and postcolonial wars
in the Third World — anthropology has again become
more interested in conflicts and wars (Bohannan
1967; Fried, Harris and Murphy 1968). Various the-
ories of war in societies without a central power have
been fiercely debated in the last few decades.! In the
following article I will examine some aspects of war
and peace and discuss those theories of war, which
are in the centre of current discussions. I will not deal
with civil wars and ethno-political wars, which have
also occupied anthropological thinking in recent
decades, nor will I discuss the contribution of war to
the formation of states. Instead I shall concentrate
on war and peace among tribal populations, which
are not (no longer, or not yet) completely subordi-
nated to a state power (Ensminger 1992: 143).0These
so-called tribal wars — as can be observed still today
in Amazonia, in the Highlands of New Guinea, in
East Africa and elsewhere — are of course not ‘modern
wars’ (i.e. in the sense of wars for secession from a
state or for the control of the state apparatus). But
they are, nevertheless, wars occurring in the present
world of states and in the context of an economic
world system - contexts, which have manifold
impacts on these wars and modify their character.!

Besides discussing some concepts (such as war,
conflict, feud and violence) as well as five important
theories on war, I will deal with four issues which
may be considered important for future research
on war in anthropology. First, we should take into
account theories of international relations, which
may considerably inspire the anthropology of war.
These theories are relevant for anthropology because
states are political units waging war, as local groups
in societies without a state are, and the logic and
dynamics of war between states are, despite all the
differences between ‘primitive’ and ‘civilised’ war
(Keeley 1996), comparable to those in war between
local groups. Second, the phenomenon of alliance
has been neglected by anthropology so far, but this
must be taken into consideration because whoever
has to wage war also needs allies. Alliance formation
influences the regional relation of force between
warring local groups, and both victory and defeat
may depend on the support of allies. Third, any
theory of war also has to explain why in some (but
few) tribal societies conflicts between local groups are
never carried out by warlike means. Hence, we have
to tackle the problem of explaining tribal societies
without war. Fourth, the anthropology of war also has
to consider the question of pacification. Pacification
of warlike tribal groups is not only an interesting
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historical process as such, but also represents a test
field for theories of war in tribal societies. Before
addressing these aspects, I will give a brief overview
of anthropological theories of war and discuss some
conceptual problems.

1. Tribal warfare and theories of war

According to one widely accepted definition, war is
a planned and organised armed dispute between
political units (Otterbein 1968: 278; 1973: 923ff;
1985: 3; Ember and Ember 1994: 190), or as Ferguson
(1984a: 5) puts it: ‘an organized, purposeful group
action, directed against another group ... involving
the actual or potential application of lethal force’.l
Tribal warfare can take different forms: from ambush-
es and surprise attacks to open armed clashes on dif-
ferent levels of escalation, ranging from an exchange
of insults and the use of long-range weapons, which
only cause minor losses, to pitched battles and close
combat with spears and axes that cause far more
casualties (Turney-High 1949; Hanser 1985). Battles
such as these are not common in all societies. For
instance, they occur in New Guinea, but not in
Amazonia (Hanser 1985). Surprise attacks are by far
the most frequent form of tribal warfare and cause
the highest proportion of war related casualties.
Head-hunting and other forms of conspicuous cruel-
ty are tactics of warfare often used in areas with low
population density. By means of such instrumental
brutality enemy groups can be terrorised and
expelled from an area, which could not be achieved
as easily using military force (see Morren 1984 on
the Miyanmin; Vayda 1976 on the Iban). Coalitions
may be of different size and may differ in stability.
In the Highlands of New Guinea, the coalitions
described amounted to anything up to 800 or 1000
warriors on each side (see Meggitt 1977 on the Mae
Enga; Larson 1987 on the Ilaga Dani), but mostly
did not comprise more than about 200 warriors
(Hanser 1985: 158ff). In these societies, alliances may
be strengthened by gift exchange, alliance feasts
and by marriage relationships, all of which are quite
costly but render alliances more reliable and long
lasting (see Meggitt 1977 and Wiessner and Tumu
1998a; 1998b on the Mae Enga). In other societies,
alliances are purely ad-hoc pacts without gift
exchange and marriage relations of any importance
and are, therefore, far more unstable (see Chagnon
1983 on the Yanomami).

114 - WARFARE AND PRE-STATE SOCIETIES

Turney-High (1949), Keegan (1993) and others
maintained that the difference between ‘primitive’
and ‘civilised’ war is absolute and essential (see
Otterbein 1999). According to them, ‘primitive war-
fare’ is determined by religious-cultural factors and
is mainly a harmless, playful form of fight, causing
only minor casualties. In contrast, states rationally
calculate the advantages and disadvantages of a
war; ‘civilised (real) wars’ aim at territorial gains or
political advantages and cause far more losses than
‘primitive wars’. However, this distinction does not
make sense against the background of empirical
evidence: local groups in tribal societies compare
possible gains and losses of a war as well, and they
behave strategically and use certain tactics to beat
their enemies — as states do. Furthermore, war-related
mortality seems to be even higher in ‘primitive wars’
than in ‘civilised wars’: war-related mortality as a
percentage of total mortality averages between 20%
and 30% in tribal societies, whereas it lies below 5%
in most state societies (see Keeley 1996: 88ff, 196f).
Thus, it is tribal warfare which deserves the descrip-
tion ‘total’ (in the sense of involving the whole pop-
ulation) rather than wars between states, even
though ‘unrestricted’ and ‘restricted’ warfare can also
be distinguished in tribal societies (Feil 1987: 67f).

Several anthropological theories of war in tribal
societies are distinguishable. I will discuss five theo-
ries, which take centre stage in current debates on
tribal warfare (for a more comprehensive list of
theories, see Otterbein 1973 and 1990). But before
examining these theories more extensively and pre-
senting yet another new theory of tribal war, we first
have to discuss some of the concepts involved, such
as wat, violence, feud and conflict.

2. War, conflict, feud and violence

War is a planned and organised armed dispute
between political units (Otterbein 1973: 923ff;
Ferguson 1984a: 5). The political units in a society
without a state are local groups (i.e. villages) or coali-
tions of local groups. Local groups display an inter-
nal hierarchy and a leadership structure (elders and
juniors, men and women, village headmen, councils
of elders etc.), as well as a specific kin composition
(such as local kin groups which possibly form polit-
ical factions). Internal conflicts are usually settled in
a peaceful way within the group or - if they cannot
be resolved (i.e. if violent self-help prevails) — they



may escalate, leading to a splitting of the group.
Decisions on war, alliance or truce are usually made
through meetings comprising all the adult men in a
local group, although group members may differ as
to political position (‘hawks’ and ‘doves’), bargaining
power and, hence, as to their interests (elders and
juniors, competing local kin groups). As a collective
decision is finally taken and implemented, local
groups can be interpreted as politically autonomous,
collective actors with regard to ‘foreign policy’.

Furthermore, the analytical difference between
‘conflict’ and ‘war’ must be emphasised. In societies
without a state conflicts are fundamental features
characterising the social interaction within as well
as between the groups (Koch 1974a: 16). However,
not all conflicts lead to wars, but some are resolved
peacefully by means of compensation payments or
negotiations, or alternatively violence is contained
by limiting it to the direct adversaries and norma-
tively regulated as in a feud (see Greuel 1971 on the
Nuer). As serious conflicts may peter out and trivial
conflicts escalate into wars, there is no necessary
relationship between conflict and war, i.e. between
the seriousness of a conflict and the intensity of a
war. Thus, war is only one mode of conflict resolu-
tion, namely a planned and organised armed con-
flict between political units.

As for ‘violence’, this embraces a large number of
phenomena ranging from war to hooliganism, from
torture to terrorism, from a bull fight to suicide (see
Riches 1991: 293f; Aijmer 2000: 1) and it is doubtful
whether violence in general is an appropriate object
for a theory at all. Violence is defined as intention-
ally inflicting physical harm on somebody (Riches
1991: 292ff). If we define war as an armed conflict
between local groups, violence between individuals
(or families) belonging to the same or to different
local groups is not war. Violence between individuals
often breaks out spontaneously (Knauft 1987) or in
a ritualised form, as in the form of fist pounding or
stick duels among the Yanomami (see Chagnon
1983). Conflicts within a local group are usually
settled peacefully, but they can escalate, leading to a
splitting of the group. This is often prevented, how-
ever, since a split would weaken the group militarily
at a time when it is facing a threat from hostile neigh-
bouring groups. Furthermore, ‘war’ must be distin-
guished from ‘feud’, since a feud consists of violence
and counter-violence between individuals and/or
families of different local groups. Whereas feud

consists of taking revenge for wife stealing, abuse,
manslaughter, or sorcery etc. in order to achieve an
even score, war usually aims at defeating the enemy
by decimating and expelling him (Carneiro 1994:
6).! However, the difference between war and feud
is often blurred, since feuds may escalate into war
between local groups under certain conditions. Some
wars — often called ‘ritualised warfare’ — have much
in common with feuds as they are waged with the
intention of ‘making peace’ after a show of force, and
end with an exchange of compensation payments.
The difference between violence and war is not
merely a terminological exercise, as can be seen in
the case of hunter-and-gatherer societies (such as the
!Kung San, BaMbuti, Yaghan and the Inuit). In these
societies wars usually do not take place, but a high
level of inter-personal violence may be observed,
with homicide rates even higher than in tribal soci-
eties.B In contrast to that, the social relations within
the groups are largely peaceful in many warlike
tribal societies, as among the Dani, the Cheyenne
and the Iban (see Kelly 2000: 21). Because war, as
an armed conflict between groups, must be distin-
guished from violence between individuals and
families, biological or psychological explanations of
tribal war can also be refuted. These theories see war
as an extension and accumulation of individual vio-
lence and do not distinguish between individual
and collective violence, which is a planned and
organised endeavour of a local group achieved by a
bargaining process within the group. Furthermore,
such theories explain violence by some biological
potential or psychological mechanism (such as frus-
tration leading to aggression). While nobody has ever
contested the proposition of a (biological) capability
for aggression, the same also holds true for the abil-
ity to behave peacefully, which may also be rooted
in our biologically determined behavioural reper-
toire. The main problem of all theories referring to
human universals is that they can explain neither
the regional and temporal variation of war within a
society, nor its variation between different tribal
societies or between different types of societies.

3. Five theories of tribal warfare

In the following, I will discuss the five main theories
of tribal war: 1) the biological, 2) the cultural, 3) the
ecological and economic, 4) the historical and 5) the
political theories of war.
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1) Biology

According to sociobiology (see Chagnon 1988;
1990a; 1990b on the Yanomami; Durham 1991 on
the Munduruct; Barash 1981; Gat 2000), tribal wars
may ultimately be explained by the competition
between men for the scarce resource of womerH The
theoretical background of this proposition is the
assumption that more aggressive men are not only
more attractive to women (because they improve
their children’s chance of survival) but are also able
to outdo less aggressive men. Aggressive men are
assumed to have a reproductive advantage, because
they can control more women and transmit their
genes to more (surviving) descendants than their less
aggressive competitors. The aggressiveness of men
is therefore favoured by sexual selection and ulti-
mately leads to warlike competition between local
groups including the abduction of women from
enemy groups and allies alike, as Chagnon (1983)
has maintained for the Yanomami.! Currently two
variants of socio-biological theories are discussed
(see van der Dennen 1995; 2002). Alexander (1977)
has proposed a theory of ‘imbalance of power’,
according to which a group attacks if it is superior
in power, and will be rewarded with women and
resources (see also Wrangham 1999). This argument,
however, already presupposes the existence of inter-
group hostility. Hence, an imbalance of power may
be a plausible reason for a specific war to break out,
but it is neither an explanation for tribal war nor is
it a biological theory. The theory of ‘male coalitional
warfare’ (Tooby and Cosmides 1988; van der Dennen
1995; Wrangham 1999) maintains that men in war
pursue a high risk, high gain reproductive strategy:
the surviving men will gain more women (on aver-
age) after a war because war-related female mortality
is much lower than male mortality. This theory may
explain the (reproductive) interest of men in partici-
pating in wars, but it does not explain why war is
the dominant mode of interaction between local
groups in tribal societies.

To explore the impact of individual and group
strategies in a warlike environment on the relative
reproductive success (on mortality and fertility) is
one matter. To maintain, however, that war is adap-
tive (in this biological sense) — ‘a master adaptation’,
as Barash (1981: 188) puts it — is not very plausible
considering the high costs of war (including the loss
of life, the practice of infanticide and the destruc-
tion of resources), as even Barash (1981: 181ff) has
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to concede. Rather, war constitutes a specific social
environment, to which local groups have to adapt
in order to survive. Such a warlike environment may
have emerged for the first time in world history as
an unintended result of becoming sedentary (first
among Mesolithic fishers and then among Neolithic
farmers), as archaeological data suggest (see Ferrill
1985: 26ff; Gabriel 1990: 31ff; Keeley 1996: 31, 39;
Thorpe http://www.hum.au.dk/fark/warfare/thorpe
_paper_1.htm; Haas http://www.santafe.edu/sfi/
publications/Working-Papers/ 98-10-088.ps: 6, 8, 10,
13, 18).

The sociobiological explanation of war is also
implausible for empirical reasons, as even the example
of the Yanomami shows. Although conflicts between
men of different villages may emerge because of
women (wife stealing and adultery), most of these
conflicts are settled in a peaceful way. They may
provoke duels, but this only leads to war if the rela-
tionships between the villages were already, for other
reasons, in a bad state (Lizot 1989: 105f; Alés 1984:
92). Although wife stealing is a welcome side-effect
of a successful war campaign (more fertile women,
more children and, thus, more influence within a
group for a man and more future warriors for the
group), it is neither the cause nor the purpose of
wars (Ales 1984: 97; Lizot 1989: 106; even Chagnon
1983: 175f).1 According to Lizot (1989: 104f) aggres-
sive men do not enjoy higher status within their
local group, but they do earn greater respect from
their enemies: to kill a successful warrior improves
one’s reputation. Therefore, they become preferred
targets in warlike clashes, and their life expectancy
is lower than the male average. Excessively aggres-
sive men, who involve their group in unnecessary
and unwanted wars, are often killed by their own
people, even by close kinsmen (Biocca 1972). Besides
that — and this is the crucial point — successful war-
riors do not have more wives or more children than
other men (Lizot 1989: 104f; Albert 1989; 1990;
Ferguson 1989b). The proposition of a relative
reproductive success of aggressive men is, thus, not
confirmed (see also Robarchek and Robarchek 1998:
133ff on the Waorani and Moore 1990 on the
Cheyenne). It seems that wife stealing can only be
understood against the background of an already
existing warlike environment. Men or local groups
try to acquire more women and to have more chil-
dren, in order to improve their political position
within the group or to enhance their military
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strength. Competition for scarce women (an unlim-
ited demand for fertile women) is not a natural
phenomenon, but a consequence of warlike compe-
tition between local groups (see Harner 1975 on
women as the labour force). Therefore, war is the
cause, not a consequence, of the scarcity of women.

2) Culture

Cultural theories explain wars by moral ideals and
norms, which sanction and value violent behaviour
and are reproduced by corresponding modes of
socialisation, such as male initiation (Whiting 1965).
These motivational dispositions and expectations
cause violence and its escalation to war (Robarchek
1989; Robarchek and Robarchek 1992; 1998; Ross
1981; 1986; 1993a; Orywal 1996a; 1998).

It is true that (male) violence (or rather courage
and the readiness to be violent) is highly valued in
warlike societies, whereas peaceful behaviour and
harmonic interaction are the cultural ideals in soci-
eties without war. However, these are not causal rela-
tions, but correlations, which need to be explained.
Norms and ideals which reward violent behaviour
only have a selective value (as compared to alterna-
tive norms of peacefulness) in an already warlike
society. If, among other things, the military success
of a group depends on the courage and determina-
tion of its warriors, local groups with a higher share
of such men will have military advantages in a war-
like environment (Peoples 1982). The cultural theory
does not, however, explain how and why such a
warlike environment comes into existence.

Furthermore, the cultural norms and ideals are one
thing, the real attitudes and preferences of actors,
however, quite another. It seems astonishing that the
proponents of a cultural theory of war have seldom
tried to find out the real attitudes of their inform-
ants towards war and violence. If they had done so,
they would have learned that the facts contradict
their proposition that cultural norms and ideals
determine human thinking and action. Ethnographic
evidence shows that even the most valiant and
courageous warriors consider war a bad thing and
are afraid of being wounded or killed during fights;
many even suffer from war trauma (see Keeley 1996:
395; Knauft 1999: 143ff). Hence, fear seems to be a
more important emotion than aggressiveness in the
context of war (Gordon and Meggitt 1985: 28, 146;
Goldschmidt 1997: 50f). Taking this meta-preference
for peace even in warlike societies into account, it is

not surprising that men first have to be motivated
to engage in an unavoidable war.

In a society with local groups, entangled in a
permanent state of war, there is a high demand for
men willing to overcome their fear when time for
war has come. Actors will choose that mode of
action which is best rewarded and provides the most
advantages for men who courageously participate
in war. Reputation and prestige, power and booty,
slaves and women are the most important advan-
tages a man can get by successfully participating in
war. War rituals, prophesying and protective amulets
also contribute to overcome fear. And a correspon-
ding mode of socialisation emphasises courage and
strength, fearlessness and perseverance (Goldschmidt
1997: 51-56). Since every mode of socialisation pro-
duces the kind of individuals which ‘society needs’,
it is not astonishing that the mode of socialisation
in these societies produces individuals — through a
system of reward and punishment, disapproval and
indoctrination — who are prepared to be violent,
courageous and aggressive. Such a mode of (male)
socialisation is a consequence of war and not the
reverse, because it disappears with progressing paci-
fication (Ember and Ember 1994: 192; Goldschmidt
1997: 55, 58f). Aggressiveness must be mobilised and
instrumentalised. Aggressiveness is, however, not the
dominant feeling in wars, but the quality needed to
gain the rewards and advantages which are con-
nected with a successful performance as a warrior
(Goldschmidt 1997: 58f). But these rewards and
advantages are always weighed against the costs and
risks of a war.

Furthermore, cultural norms and values (such as
the obligation to take revenge in the case of black
magic and manslaughter) never completely deter-
mine the actors’ behaviour or even their thinking.
While the principle of taking revenge is never con-
tested, its application has always to be negotiated
and interpreted in each individual case. Whether
revenge is taken in a specific case depends on the
relations of force between the groups as well as on
the bargaining process between ‘hawks’ and ‘doves’
within each of the involved groups (see Greuel 1971
on the Nuer; Ferguson 1995 on the Yanomami).
Ethnographic evidence shows that a group will only
remember an unpaid blood-debt and take revenge
if it is stronger than the other group and if there is
a good chance of defeating the enemy. The number
of conflicts, accusations and grievances will only
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increase if a group is determined and ready to start
a war (see Vayda 1976: 13 on the Maring). Sometimes,
a reason for revenge is even intentionally created
through a well-calculated provocation in order to
have a legitimate reason to attack a weaker group
(see Godelier 1982: 155 on the Baruya). If in turn a
group is too weak, or interested in an alliance, the
accusations of a perpetration are simply ‘forgotten’
or the death of a group member is attributed to ‘nat-
ural causes’ (see Lizot 1989 on the Yanomami).

Therefore, warlike behavioural ideals and normes,
as well as the obligation to take revenge, are not
causes of war, but can only be understood against
the background of an already existing warlike envi-
ronment, in which each local group fights for its
survival (Helbling 1996a). Even though norms and
values rewarding violent behaviour do not explain
wars, the description of the cultural dimensions of
war remains nevertheless important.@

3) Ecology and economy

According to the ecological-economic theory, war
is the result of competition due to scarce resources
and population pressure (Vayda 1961; 1976; Harris
1977; 1984; Rappaport 1968). The shortage of agri-
cultural land and/or of game, on which local groups
are dependent as resources, leads to stress (frustra-
tion and aggression) within the groups, as well as to
competition between adjacent local groups. These
conflicts easily escalate into wars, aiming at appro-
priating more land from neighbouring enemy groups
or at expelling them from their hunting grounds.
Rappaport (1968) on the Maring, as well as Harris
(1974; 1977) on the Yanomami, reformulated this
theory using a functionalist model. According to
them, war has the function of lowering population
growth (through a reduction of local population
by war or, indirectly, through female infanticide)
and of preventing the overuse of local resources (by
reducing pig population for alliance feasts or by
spacing out enemy groups and creating buffer zones
where depleted game may recover). But even if war
had such ecological functions — which is highly
questionable (see Helbling 1991; 1992; 1996a) - it
would still have to be explained why local groups —
acting according to their interests, not in order to
meet the requirements of their ecosystems — decide
to wage war. This is even more questionable if one
considers the fact that war always entails consider-
able risks (such as loss of life and the destruction of
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resources) and high costs (such as war preparations
and recruitment of allies through gifts).

There are examples of warlike tribal societies (espe-
cially in the Highlands of New Guinea