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Preface: The Riddle of War

This is an ambitious book. It sets out to find the answers to the most
fundamental questions relating to the ‘riddle of war’. Why do people engage
in the deadly and destructive activity of fighting? Is it rooted in human
nature or is it a late cultural invention? Have people always engaged in
fighting or did they start to do so only with the advent of agriculture, the
state, and civilization? How were these, and later, major developments in
human history affected by war and, in turn, how did they affect war? Under
what conditions, if at all, can war be eliminated, and is it declining at present?

These questions are not new and have seemingly resisted conclusive
answers to the point that both questions and answers appear almost as
clichés. In reality, however, they have very rarely been subjected to rigorous
comprehensive investigation and, indeed, have largely been regarded as
being too ‘big’ for serious scholarly treatment. With war being connected to
everything else and everything else being connected to war, explaining war
and tracing its development in relation to human development in general
almost amount to a theory and history of everything. As so much is relevant
to the subject, one is required to read pretty much ‘everything’ and become
sufficiently expert in many fields. These are the prerequisites that it has been
necessary to meet to produce this book.

Indeed, in pursuing the subject of war the book draws on information
and insights from a wide range of scholarly disciplines and branches of
knowledge, most notably: animal behaviour (ethology), evolutionary theory,
evolutionary psychology, anthropology, archaeology, history, historical
sociology, and political science. Separated from each other by disciplinary
walls, they all too often remain self-contained and oblivious of, if not down-
right hostile to, the other’s methods, perspectives, and bodies of knowledge.
Each discipline has its particular subject matter, choice methods for studying
it, a set of dominating research questions, and, not least, distinctive ter-
minology, historical development, and fashionable concerns. Together,
all these constitute a disciplinary ‘culture’ and set the criteria for each
discipline’s ‘standard research’—assimilated through professional training—
which defines what constitutes good questions, acceptable answers, and a
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Preface

legitimate scholarly pursuit. In consequence, not unlike the different cul-
tures, societies, and states dealt with in this book, different disciplines habit-
ually find the others alien, their language quirky, and their scholarly agenda
misconstrued. Even when dealing with related subjects, they find it difficult
to communicate or to make the others’ work relevant to their own interests.
One might even say that, particularly when dealing with related subjects,
mutual scepticism, disdain, and even derision often prevail between discip-
lines—some of which is justified, because disciplines tend to be stronger
on their special pursuits and weaker on others. Thus scholars in the human-
ities and social sciences have long been trained to believe that biology and
human biology are practically irrelevant to their subjects. Historians are
typically horrified by social scientists’ careless treatment of the particularities
of each time and place and by their often crude modelling, whereas the
latter, for their part, believe that historians are so immersed in reconstructing
the minutiae of particular periods and societies as to be professionally incap-
able of seeing any broader and more general picture.

The broad interdisciplinary perspective that guides this book is intended
to create a whole that is larger than the sum of its parts, because the book is
not a survey of existing knowledge, or merely a synthesis, let alone a text-
book, but is designed as a fully fledged research book throughout. As much
as it builds on and enormously profits from the wealth of scholarly literature
in the various disciplines, the book takes issue with many extant studies and
theses on almost every point with which it deals. As with the proverbial
forest and trees, a broad and interdisciplinary perspective has the potential to
generate significant new insights that may all too often be missed by, and be
of benefit to, specialized scholars working on their particular turfs. Obvi-
ously, for such an undertaking to be scholarly sound nor can the forest be
substituted for the trees, and everything must be firmly grounded in existing
research and fact. To ensure that the work offered here meets the most
rigorous standards and that its fruit reaches the various scholarly com-
munities concerned, I made a point of publishing themes from it in article
form in scholarly journals of the relevant disciplines. For the errors that have
inevitably still found their way into this book I hope to be excused.

It should be stressed, however, that even though this book is primarily a
scholarly enterprise, it is written with an eye to the general reader. As much
as possible, the more technical points, which are of greater interest to
scholars, have been included in the endnotes, which the reader can choose
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whether or not to follow. Most of all, the book is an invitation to participate
in an intellectual adventure. Reading for and writing it were done with a
consuming interest and were a source of immense pleasure for me. Hope-
tully, this will filter through to the reader.

This project is the culmination of a life-long passion for the study of war.
One wonders how growing up in Israel aroused and nourished that passion.
I turned eight in June 1967, the month of the Arab—Israeli Six Day War,
when I was finishing the second grade and acquiring fluent reading. From
about that time, the subject of war became the centre of my reading and
thought. Eventually this led to a doctorate at Oxford, an academic career,
and the writing of a series of books on modern European military thought. I
reached the stage where I felt more prepared to get to grips with the phe-
nomenon of war in a search for deeper understanding of what ultimately it
was all about. Trained as a historian with a preference for painting on wide
canvases and teaching in a political science department, I still had to familiar-
ize myself with wholly new fields of knowledge—indeed, new worlds. At
the personal level, if at no other, this has been the most rewarding
experience.

The book has been nine years in the making, between 1996 and 2005.
When I began working on it the Cold War had ended and a New World
Order of peace had been proclaimed. I finish the book after the 11 Septem-
ber 2001 attacks in the USA, which foreshadow the possibility of
unconventional terror and again make war a topical issue and the subject of
wide public interest and concern. Although these events have inevitably left
their mark on the book, particularly on its penultimate chapter, the motiv-
ation behind the book and its main arguments are independent of them. At
the same time, aimed at a comprehensive understanding, this book will, it is
hoped, be of some use to anybody whom world developments—past and
present—nhave made to ponder the puzzle of war.

Tel Aviv
August 2005

X1
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1

Introduction:
The ‘Human State of Nature’

Is war grounded, perhaps inescapably, in human nature? Does it have
primordial roots in humans’ innate violence and deadly aggressive behaviour
against their own kind? This seems to be the first and most commonly asked
question when people ponder the enigma of war.

But how do we observe ‘human nature’? All animal species, except
humans, have a more or less fixed way of life, which is predominantly
determined by their genes, and which changes, if at all, only with the species
itself in the relatively slow pace of biological evolution and can thus be
meaningfully addressed as ‘natural’ for them. For this reason, animals have a
zoology, an ethology (the science of animal behaviour), and, in geological
time, an evolution, but they have no history. By contrast, humans
evolved mammalian learning capacity to unprecedented heights and
explosive potential. On top of their biological inheritance, they have
evolved and pass on to their contemporaries and descendants the accumu-
lated and ever more complex array of artefacts, techniques, modes of
behaviour and communication, and belief systems known as culture.
Vastly faster than biological evolution, cultural evolution has dramatically
transformed and diversified the human way of life. It can be regarded as
humanity’s most distinctive trait.

Humans have lived in a myriad of cultures, which have been constantly in
flux, substantially different from one another and all, in a way, ‘artificial’. We
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have been carried to an almost incredible distance from our origins. As a
result, extreme relativists, empiricists, and historicists have traditionally held
that humans are almost infinitely elastic, questioning whether anything
called ‘human nature’ exists in any meaningful sense. At most, it is agreed
that nature and nurture, genes and the environment, biology and culture,
‘hardware’ and ‘software’ are closely interwoven and practically inseparable
in the shaping of humans. Both components, and their wealth of inter-
actions, have constantly to be kept in mind when one seeks to study the
remarkable human evolution.

And yet, at the starting point of this interaction, there is still a very strong
sense in which we can speak, for humans, about the ‘state of nature’ as
something other than a seventeenth-century philosophical abstraction.
During 99.5 per cent of the almost two million years of evolution of our
genus Homo, all humans lived a fairly distinctive way of life, that of hunter—
gatherers. Only 10,000 years ago in some areas, and even more recently in
others—a brief moment in evolutionary terms—did humans turn to agri-
culture and animal husbandry. This change, which is discussed later, was a
cultural innovation, involving scarcely any significant biological change.
Thus, modern humans evolved biologically over millions of years in adapt-
ing to the selective pressures of hunter—gatherer existence. In the anthropo-
logical literature, the concept of ‘primitive war’, which makes no distinction
between hunter—gatherers and pre-state agriculturalists, is commonly used
to describe ‘original’ warfare. Although this category has some value, it
should be realized that in evolutionary terms it lumps together the abo-
riginal condition of all humans with a quite recent cultural innovation.
Agricultural society, even more recently topped by the growth of the state
and of civilization, is the tip of the iceberg in human history, the vast depth
of which in time is obscured in most people’s minds by the scarcity of
information.

To be sure, human hunter—gatherer existence was never quite uniform. It
varied in adaptation to diverse ecological niches, and these adaptations
themselves evolved with the accelerating evolution of the genus Homo itself
over its long period of existence. As the revolutionary advances in the
molecular study of DNA have revealed, all humans living today are closely
related and belong to the species Homo sapiens sapiens, whose remains have
been found in Africa from more than 100,000 years ago. The celebrated
cave and rock art and other exquisite artefacts of Homo sapiens sapiens, which

4
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reached new heights during the period known as the Upper Palaeolithic, or
Upper OId Stone Age, between 35,000 and 15,000 years ago, are cultural
evidence—in addition to the anatomical one of skeletal remains—of'a mind
that is indistinguishable from ours in its capacity. Varieties of archaic Homo
sapiens date back to up to half a million years ago. They were preceded from
about two million years ago by Homo erectus, the first human species that led
a hunter—gatherer existence throughout much of the Old World. In tech-
nical sophistication, tool refinement, use of fire, level of communication, and
ability to plan ahead—to mention just some variables—later hunter—
gatherers were more sophisticated and successful than their biologically
more primitive predecessors in the genus Homo.' I touch on some of the
differences in hunter—gatherers’ existence that are relevant to the subject
later. Still, there is also a great deal of similarity and continuity in the hunter—
gatherer way of life, extending from the origins of the genus Homo to the
present.

So,did humans, in their evolutionary natural environment and evolution-
ary natural way of life as hunter—gatherers, fight? Was fighting an intrinsic
aspect of their particular mode of adaptation, moulded by selective pressures
for millions of years? In other words, has their evolutionary path made
warfare ‘natural’ to humans? Or, alternatively, did fighting come later, only
after culture really took off, and is it therefore ‘unnatural’ to humans? The
two antithetical classical answers to this question have been advanced in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—after the Europeans’ great geo-
graphical voyages brought them into contact with a vast variety of abo-
riginal peoples—by Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. For
Hobbes, the human ‘state of nature’ was one of endemic ‘warre’, murderous
feuds for gain, safety, and reputation, a war of every man against every man,
which made life ‘poore, nasty, brutish, and short’ (Leviathan, 1651, 13).
People were rescued and elevated from this condition only by the creation
of the state, the coercive power of which enforced at least internal peace. By
contrast, according to Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origins and Foundation of
Inequality among Mankind (1755), aboriginal humans lived sparsely and gen-
erally harmoniously in nature, peacefully exploiting her abundant resources.
Only with the coming of agriculture, demographic growth, private prop-
erty, division of class and state coercion, claimed R ousseau, did war, and all
the other ills of civilization, spring up.

So suggestive and persuasive were both these views of the past that they
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have remained with us, with little variation, since their inception. During
most of the nineteenth century, the period in which European supremacy
and belief in ‘progress’ and in the gradual uplifting ascent of civilization
were in their apogee, it was mainly the Hobbesian image of the ‘brute’ and
the ‘savage’ that dominated, colouring ethnographic reports as westerners
expanded their rule over the globe. Conversely, during the twentieth cen-
tury, as disillusionment with ‘progress’ and civilization grew and European
supremacy began to wane, it was the Rousseauite idyllic picture of the
aboriginal that increasingly dominated anthropology.

The past decades have seen an explosion of field and theoretical work on
themes related to this subject, which have greatly enhanced our knowledge
and which call for a new comprehensive attempt at finally resolving the
enigma. Three sources in particular have yielded a wealth of information
and insights: first, broad empirical context for comparison and contrast is
offered by the study of animal aggression and fighting; second, empirical
evidence relating to the question of fighting among hunter—gatherers is
provided by the study of hunter—gatherer populations that have survived to
the present or were closely observed by westerners in the recent past; this
evidence is supplemented by archaeological findings relating to prehistoric
hunter—gatherers; and, third, a general explanatory perspective is suggested
by evolutionary theory.

OF BEASTS AND MEN

During the 1960s, the question of why humans fought appeared to have
become more perplexing than it had ever been before, as a number of
separate and sometimes contradictory ideas from within and on the fringes
of the scientific community regarding animal and human aggression struck
public consciousness with tremendous effect.

One such idea was advanced by popular writer Robert Ardrey, in his
African Genesis (1961) and other best-selling books. At that time, zoologists
believed that our closest relatives, the chimpanzees, were vegetarian, non-
violent, and non-territorial. It was an image that resonated well with the
1960s’ creed of ‘return to nature’. Ardrey claimed that it had been our
ancestors’ adoption of hunting and meat eating that had turned them into

6
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‘killer apes’, predators who regularly turned their new skills and weapons
against their own kind. The idea had been suggested to him by palacontolo-
gist (researcher of fossilized bones) Raymond Dart, who had interpreted
skull wounds in specimens of Australopithecus as weapon inflicted. Cere-
brally ape-like, but erect and bi-pedal species, the Australopithecians are
believed to have been the ancestors of the genus Homo and its link to the
apes. The hominid line is estimated to have diverged from the chimpanzee
some seven million years ago, and Australopithecians have been found to
have lived until one million years ago. Dart’s theory did not hold long,
however. Since the 1960s palacontology has advanced by leaps and bounds.
We now know infinitely more about Australopithecians: they were pre-
dominantly vegetarians; no stone tools related to them have been found; and
the celebrated skull wounds are believed to have been caused by a leopard.
This, however, has not necessarily invalidated the claim about humans
becoming killers with the adoption of hunting and meat eating. This idea
was advanced by the anthropologist S. L. Washburn and popularized by the
zoologist Desmond Morris in his best-selling book, The Naked Ape (1966).

Other extremely influential ideas about animal and human aggression
were advanced by Nobel laureate and co-founder of ethology, Konrad
Lorenz, in his On Aggression (1966; German original 1963). In response to
Ardrey, Lorenz pointed out that, among animals, fighting—that is, violence
within the species (intraspecific)—bore little relationship to predation.
Contrary to popular ideas, herbivores fight among themselves no less, and
sometimes more, viciously and frequently than carnivores. However, Lorenz
claimed that animals very rarely fought members of their own species
to death. In the hunter—prey relationship, killing is necessary because con-
sumption of the prey is the rationale of the whole exercise. By contrast,
intraspecific violent conflict is mostly about access to resources and females.
If one adversary stops the fight by retreating or signalling submission, further
violence becomes unnecessary. According to Lorenz, signals of surrender
and submission serve as biological cues that turn off the victor’s aggression.
Furthermore, if the adversary’s will, rather than life, is the target, demonstra-
tion—which has a smaller role in the hunter—prey relationship—is almost
as important as brute force. The adversary can simply be intimidated by
threatening displays of size, strength, and vigour.

Lorenz’s expertise was the varieties of animal displays of strength and
signals of submission. He termed the resulting form of animal intraspecific

v
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fighting ‘ritualized’. The term is misleading. Ritual implies merely going
through the motions. Here, however, was a high stakes—high risk—high
gain—conflict, involving both display and actual force, and intended to
deter or enforce. At any rate, whereas Ardrey drew a divide between humans
and chimpanzees in respect of deadly fighting, Lorenz’s claims drew an even
sharper divide between humans—who regularly kill each other in fight-
ing—and all other animal species. Human violence now appeared unique
and, therefore, enigmatic, and called for some special explanation. Lorenz,
for instance, suggested that in evolutionary terms human weapons, and
hence lethality, developed too recently and too fast for the mechanisms of
intraspecific restraint to catch up. In any case, the idea that ‘we are the most
ruthless species that has ever marched the earth’ became widely accepted.”

As it happened, some of the most fundamental ideas that stood at the
basis of the 1960s’ influential theories have since been all but reversed by
the scientific community. To begin with, field study—pioneered by Jane
Goodall at Gombe, in Tanzania, from the mid-1960s, and joined by other
researchers since—for the first time provided a close, sustained, and reliable
scientific observation on the chimpanzees’ way of life in their natural habi-
tat. The findings have been revolutionary. For instance, it has been revealed
that rather than being vegetarian, chimpanzees (and other primates) crave
meat as a prime food. Primarily, although not exclusively, males, acting in
co-operation, isolate, hunt, and avidly eat other animals, mostly monkeys
and small mammals, but also straying, weak or infant alien chimpanzees.
(Savannah baboons also hunt, if somewhat less successtully.) Furthermore,
the chimpanzees’ group—several dozen strong and consisting of males and
females with their infants—has been found to be highly territorial. The
males patrol the boundaries of the group’s territory and fiercely attack any
intruder, including foreign chimpanzees (but not lone females coming to
join the group). They also aggressively raid foreign territories.

Goodall documented a conflict between two groups that lasted several
years. The males of one of the groups invaded and gradually, one by one,
isolated and killed first the males and then the other members of the other
group, finally annexing its territory. Instances of murderous aggression, even
by females, especially against infants that were not their own, have also
been observed within the group. Finally, on occasion, chimpanzees would
threaten with, beat with and throw sticks and stones.” From being humans’
idyllic antithesis in the 1960s’ culture, the friendly, playfully naughty, and

8
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intelligent, but also jealous, quarrelsome, killing, and even warring, chim-
panzees now increasingly mirror what we have commonly thought about
ourselves. There is nothing particularly exceptional about humans in this
respect.

Not only the divide between humans and chimpanzees with respect to
fighting and killing but also the much broader divide between humans and
the rest of the animal kingdom has been erased. Rapidly expanding research
has drastically altered scientific perceptions. In contrast to Lorenz’s claim,
intraspecific killing has been found to be the norm and one of the main
causes of animal mortality. It is true that between mature males fighting for
access to resources and females, the weaker or loser normally decides at
some stage to cut its losses and break oft the fight, either by displaying
submission, if the fight takes place within a group of social animals, or by
retreating. The same applies to intergroup fighting in social animals,
such as lions, wolves, hyenas, baboons, and rats. Nevertheless, severe wounds
inflicted during a fight are often a cause of mortality, either directly or by
diminishing the animal’s capacity to obtain food. In addition, beaten,
deprived, and submissive animals have been found to be more susceptible to
disease and to have considerably shorter life expectancy. Furthermore, by far
the most vulnerable to intraspecific violence are infants. For example, a new
leader of a lion pride will systematically kill all the cubs of the previous
monarch, despite their mothers” desperate efforts to hide them. It does so in
order to enable the lionesses to come into oestrus and have its own offspring,
which is not possible as long as they raise other cubs.

Langur monkey and gorilla males have been observed to behave in a
similar manner. Solitary animals, such as the rest of the big cats and bears,
try to do the same against violent maternal resistance whenever they find
the opportunity. Presumably for similar reasons, chimpanzee males have
also been observed to kill infants that are not their own when the group
is joined by a nursing mother. Even more widespread is the intraspecific
elimination of alien infants, chicks, and eggs, carried out in order to get rid
of actual or potential competition for resources or in cannibalism. This cause
of mortality is particularly high among species with an extreme so-called ‘r’
strategy of reproduction, which maximizes the number of offspring rather
than parental care of fewer offspring (‘K’ strategy). Finally, young siblings
fiercely compete for nourishment. In some species, for instance among eagle
chicks, but also among rabbits and other seemingly harmless creatures, this
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competition regularly results in merciless fighting in times of food shortage,
when the strong might kill, and often cannibalize, the weaker siblings.
Nature documentaries have vividly brought all this home to millions of
television viewers, completing the demise of the 1960s’” perceptions.

Leading authorities have estimated that the rate of intraspecific killing
among humans is similar and in some cases greatly inferior to that of other
animal species. According to one of them, it is in fact many times inferior
to that of any mammalian species studied.” In any case, the similarity is
striking: most killing in the animal kingdom is carried out for prey, as it
is with humans (animal hunting), but there is also substantial killing of
conspecifics—one’s own kind—in competition for the opportunity to prey
and mate and for other vital activities, as it is with humans. Thus, in a few
decades, the scholarly picture has changed drastically. At least in the scale of
intraspecific killing, humans have lost their supposed uniqueness and are no
longer regarded as an exception in killing their kind.

To be sure, the scale and form of killing in nature are not uniform among
all species. They depend on each species’ particular mode of adaptation,
especially its forms of subsistence and mating, and of course they also vary
between individuals within a species. For example, although the common
chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes) has been found to resemble humans in its vio-
lent behaviour, the more recently discovered pygmy chimpanzee or bonobo
(Pan paniscus) exhibits an almost idyllic life of free sex and little violence,
much as in the 1960s” perceptions of the common chimpanzee.® Thus
human fighting has to be examined in context and detail. Why and how did
humans fight in the ‘state of nature’> How did this stand in comparison
with patterns prevailing in the animal kingdom? And even before that, did
hunter—gatherers fight at all? Perhaps humans in the state of nature are
exceptional,and closer to the bonobo, in their avoidance of fighting and kill-
ing—quite the opposite of the view that we have just discussed? Who was
right after all—Hobbes or Rousseau? Surprisingly, despite the wealth of
evidence, this last is a question about which anthropologists have failed to
reach a definite conclusion. It must be settled first.
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Peaceful or War-like: Did
Hunter—Gatherers Fight?

It was the Rousseauite school that increasingly dominated anthro-
pology during the twentieth century, allied as it was with the liberal critique
of civilization’s ‘unnatural’ and harmful traits. The school’s view regarding
human fighting was yet another idea that gained supremacy—capturing the
public’s attention—in the 1960s, and is still influential today. Its most fam-
ous representative was the anthropologist Margaret Mead. The title of her
article, “Warfare is only an invention—not a biological necessity’ (1940),
seems to epitomize the Rousseauite attitude. In actuality, the weight of
Mead’s article was more on the second half of the title. She rightly objected
to biological determinism, pointing out that some societies fought whereas
others did not. Her answer as to why this was so—fighting as a cultural
invention in response to particular circumstances—was less than satisfactory,
but she was well aware that even among peoples of the most basic social
organization—hunter—gatherers—some, if not most, of them engaged in
warfare.' It was not an awareness shared by all later anthropologists. Many
of them have been impressed by the theories that denied intraspecific
killing among animals and by the apparent absence of warfare among
some extant hunter—gatherer peoples studied in the 1950s and 1960s, such as
the IKung Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert, the Hadza of east Africa,and the
Pygmies of central Africa. These anthropologists have held that, because
hunter—gatherers were thinly spread, supposedly untied to a territory, and
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held few possessions, they did not engage in fighting. Warfare has been
assumed to have come later, with agriculture and the state. This view still
lingers on, mostly but not solely among non-experts. It involves a curious
selective blindness to whole aspects of the evidence that we possess about
hunter—gatherers.”

A powerful attack on the dominant Rousseauite view in the anthropo-
logical study of ‘primitive war’ has been delivered in Lawrence Keeley’s
excellent War before Civilization: The myth of the peaceful savage (1996). Amass-
ing overwhelming evidence, Keeley has all but demolished the doctrine that
pre-state societies were peaceful and, hence, that warfare is a later cultural
invention. All the same, his book has a major lacuna, with the result that the
question is only pushed one stage back to its true Rousseauite focal point.
An archaeologist of the Neolithic period, when people adopted agriculture
and animal husbandry, Keeley has cited extensive evidence of warfare, pre-
dominantly derived from a great variety of primitive, pre-state, agricultural
socleties from around the globe and across time. However, as mentioned
above, agriculture and animal husbandry are themselves relatively recent
cultural inventions, taken up by human societies only during the past 10,000
years. Might it not then be possible that warfare emerged only with these
major developments, when people began to possess valuable stored food and
other property that was worth fighting for, as, indeed, was Rousseau’s
original claim? This would mean that human fighting began, not during the
past five millennia, with the emergence of the state, but from ten millennia
ago, with the transition to agriculture. Thus, the fundamental question
remains open: were people peaceful before that point in time, during the
over 100,000 years of existence of our species, Homo sapiens sapiens, and
the two million years of existence of our genus, Homo—that is, during the
human ‘evolutionary state of nature’? Because during that vast timespan
people lived as hunter—gatherers, the evidence of fighting from pre-state
agricultural societies may not apply to them. Therefore, in order really to
resolve the Hobbes—Rousseau debate, the concept of ‘primitive warfare’
that lumps together hunter—gatherers and pre-state agriculturalists must
be disentangled, and attention fixed on hunter—gatherers alone in their
relationship with each other.’

The scholarly study of hunter—gatherers is yet another field that has
developed exponentially since the 1960s. It was inaugurated as a comparative
field of research with an important conference and the ensuing volume Man
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the Hunter (1968), edited by Richard Lee and Irven DeVore. Many other
excellent studies have followed since. The picture that has emerged from
these studies is of neither a Hobbesian hell nor a Rousseauite paradise of
pre-sin innocence, but a more mundane complex. In a Rousseauite vein,
hunter—gatherers have been found to have laboured less, had more leisure,
and been generally healthier than agriculturalists. “The original affluent
society’ was the hyperbolic catchphrase coined in the 1960s to describe
these findings. Still, periodic droughts, or any other adverse climatic con-
dition affecting their subsistence, often decimated them. Also, on the bleak
side, pressure on resources was avoided by widespread infanticide, especially
of baby girls. Hobbes’s image of an endemic state of ‘warre’ and lack of
security in the absence of state authority has been found to be perhaps
somewhat overdrawn, but not by that much. Quarrels were rife among
hunter—gatherers as among the rest of humankind, resulting in very high
homicide rates among most hunter—gatherer peoples, much higher than in
any modern industrial society. And yes, intergroup fighting and killing were
widespread among them.

Hunter—gatherers lived in extended family groups of several generations
(clans or, in more recent anthropological parlance,local groups). As with the
chimpanzees, these groups have been universally found to consist of
between 20 and 70 members, most typically 25. As with the chimpanzees,
they were mostly patrilineal—that is, it is more often the females who came
from outside, whereas the males stayed in the group and were therefore
closely related. Unlike the chimpanzees, several family (local) groups came
together in a regional group. The regional group or a number of related
regional groups often represented a ‘dialect tribe’ and had their own name
and a distinct sense of self-identity as a ‘people’. Depending on the resource
richness of its environment, the regional group could live fairly concen-
trated together or assemble seasonally for festivals, in which common rituals
were performed and marriages were agreed upon and took place.* Computer
simulations have shown that the number 150-200 is the minimum required
for the balance and stability of an endogamous marriage circle.’ Indeed,
regional group size has been found to vary from 175 up to 1,400 people in
extreme cases, with 500 as a common average. Relationships with neigh-
bouring regional groups included exchange, common ritual, alliances—and
warfare.

Few hunter—gatherer peoples have survived in their original way of life
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until close to the present, and they too have been fast transformed by con-
tact with the modern world. These extant peoples are now recognized to
have had special features that are not wholly representative of the full range
of the prehistorical hunter—gatherer way of life. They were largely confined
to poor environments, such as the Arctic and deserts, which were unsuitable
for agriculture. In some cases they were pushed there by the pressure of
more populous agricultural communities, on whose margins they held a
sometimes tenuous and subservient existence. In consequence, because of
the low productivity of the environments that most surviving hunter—
gatherers inhabited, they had very low population densities: fewer than one
person per square mile, often far fewer, was the norm. They moved a lot to
subsist and had very few possessions. As a result, they were remarkably
egalitarian. Their main division of labour and status was related to sex and
age. This is the prevailing image of simple hunter—gatherers, but it is partly
misleading. Before the advent of agriculture, hunter—gatherers inhabited the
entire globe, including its richest ecological environments. In many places,
they still did when contact with westerners was made in modern times.
Under these conditions, hunter—gatherers’ population densities, subsistence
modes, mobility, and social order were considerably more varied than they
are among more recent hunter—gatherer populations. All the same, fighting
is recorded across the whole range of hunter—gatherer societies, from the
simplest to the most complex.

Our knowledge of hunter—gatherer fighting during the Pleistocene, the
period spanning most of human evolution from 2,000,000 to 10,000 years
ago, is inherently inconclusive. The evidence from these distant times is
extremely patchy, and that which might indicate warfare can also be inter-
preted differently. Stone axes, spearheads, and arrowheads have a dual
purpose and could have been used only for hunting. Wooden shields, leather
body armour, and tusk helmets—familiar from historical hunter—gatherers
—do not preserve. In fossilized injured bones, hunting and daily-life acci-
dents are difficult to distinguish from those caused by fighting.® Neverthe-
less, comprehensive examinations of large specimens of such bones have
concluded that at least some of them were injured in combat. In some cases,
arrow- and spearheads were found buried in the injured bones and
skulls. A Neanderthal man from some 50,000 years ago, found with a stab-
bing wound in the chest from a right-handed opponent, is our earliest
documented specimen. Later cases of interpersonal lethal injuries among
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Neanderthal men have also been identified. The evidence becomes more
plentiful as we move closer to the present; preservation is better not only for
natural reasons but because people began to bury their dead. At Sandalja I1
in the former Yugoslavia a group of 29 people from the Upper Palacolithic
have been found with their skulls smashed. Violent injuries were also
found to be very common in Upper Palacolithic cemeteries in the former
Czechoslovakia. In the Late Palaeolithic cemetery at Gebel Sahaba in Egyp-
tian Nubia over 40 per cent of the men, women, and children buried there
were victims of stone projectile injuries, some of them multiple.” Moreover,
evidence of fighting among historically recorded hunter—gatherers, whose
way of life was not very far from that of their Upper Palaeolithic ancestors, is
abundant.

During the 1960s cases of hunter—gatherer peoples among whom group
fighting appeared to be unknown attracted all the attention. The most
prominent of those cases was that of the central Canadian Arctic Eskimos.
This is hardly surprising. In the first place, they inhabited one of the harshest
environments on earth and were very thinly spread. Second, the resources
on which they depended were also diftfuse and could not be monopolized. It
is not that these Eskimos lacked violence. They had a very high rate of
quarrels, blood feuds, and homicide. Moreover, as we see later, to both their
east and west, in Greenland and coastal Alaska, where conditions were
different, the Eskimos were both strongly territorial and war-like.® As
mentioned earlier, the Kalahari Bushmen, east African Hadza, and central
African Pygmies were also celebrated as entirely peaceful in 1960s’ anthro-
pology. Being among the last hunter—gatherer populations that could be
observed in their traditional way of life, they achieved a sort of ‘para-
digmatic’ status.” However, there is clear evidence that in the past they had
been involved in fighting not only with their agricultural and pastoral
neighbours, who had pressured them into their current isolated environ-
ment, but also among themselves even before contact with non-hunter—
gatherers. Recent homicide rates among them were also very high, many
times higher than in the modern United States of America, which registers
the highest rates of homicide of all industrial societies. Only with the com-
ing of state authority and state police in Canada and southern Africa did
violence rates decline."

For all that, the argument here is not that all hunter—gatherers invari-
ably fight. Human societies—be they hunter—gatherer, agricultural or
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industrial—have lived in peace for longer or shorter periods. Why this
is so is discussed later. Yet most societies observed to date have engaged
in warfare from time to time, including the simplest hunter—gatherers.
One comparative study of 99 hunter—gatherer bands belonging to 37 differ-
ent cultures found that practically all of them engaged in warfare at the
time of the study or had ceased to do so in the recent past. According to
another study, in 90 per cent of hunter—gatherer societies there was violent
conflict, and most of them engaged in intergroup warfare at least every two
years, similar to or more than the rest of human societies. The author of yet
other comprehensive cross-cultural studies similarly concluded that ‘the
greater the dependence upon hunting, the greater the frequency of
warfare’."!

As already mentioned, simple hunter—gatherers, who were thinly dis-
persed and nomadic, and had no substantial possessions, are at the centre of
the Rousseauite claim. Supposedly, they were peaceful because they had
little to fight over and could always choose to go elsewhere rather than fight.
Simple hunter—gatherers are particularly significant because, during most of
the two million years of the Pleistocene and until about 35,000 years ago
(the Upper Palaeolithic), all humans were apparently hunter—gatherers of
the simple sort. Yet the evidence from historical simple hunter—gatherers is
that they fought, and with substantial casualties. It is true that in many of the
known cases the evidence can be disputed because of outside interference
that might have distorted the original, ‘pure’ hunter—gatherer way of life.
There is a paradox here that is very difficult to overcome. Hunter—gatherers
have no written records. Thus the evidence about them must inevitably
derive mainly from literate peoples who came into contact with them. Until
such contact is made, there is a thick veil of darkness around them, pierced
only by the tenuous light of archaeology. However, as with the elementary
particles of physics, contact itself changes the observed. Most of the recent
and historical hunter—gatherers interacted with agriculturalists and pastoral-
ists, among other things coveting and stealing their products and livestock,
which resulted in violence. Some have been profoundly affected by contact
with westerners. All such cases constitute ‘contaminated samples’ for the
purpose of testing the Rousseauite hypothesis.

An example is shown by the inhabitants of the Americas and Oceania
(including hunter—gatherers) who were decimated by European epidemics
to which they had practically no natural immunity. These epidemics
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quickly spread into regions that had not yet come into direct contact with
the newcomers, affecting their demography and social patterns even before
the white man arrived. For another example, the simple hunter—gatherers
of the North American Great Plains acquired the horse and the gun from
the Europeans from the middle of the seventeenth century, a change that
revolutionized and greatly expanded the millennia-old bison- (buffalo-)
hunting way of life. In addition, the Indians of the Great Plains began to
trade furs and hides with the westerners. Both these factors contributed
to the Plains Indians’ famous bellicosity. Despite archaeological evidence to
the contrary and the opinion of all scholars on the subject, the notion that
these Indians had been peaceful before western contact took root during the
high tide of Rousseauism. '

The problem, then, is how to observe as ‘pure’ examples of hunter—
gatherers as possible, little affected by contact with agriculturalists and
pastoralists, to see whether they fought among themselves.

SIMPLE HUNTER-GATHERERS: THE
AUSTRALIAN ‘LABORATORY’

Fortunately for our subject, we have one almost ideal large-scale
‘laboratory’ or ‘conservation’ of simple hunter—gatherer peoples in histor-
ical times, which is as clear as we can get of outside interference. This is
the vast continent of Australia, which was exclusively inhabited by the
Aboriginal hunter—gatherers. Surprisingly, the invaluable uniqueness of this
‘laboratory’ has not been sufficiently appreciated in recent anthropological
literature, overshadowed as it has been by later field studies of the African
Bushmen, whose scholarly value is much inferior to that of the Australians."
The Europeans arrived in Australia late in colonial terms, with settlement
beginning in 1788, spreading slowly, and being even slower to affect remote
areas of the interior and north. There had been no agriculturalists and
pastoralists at all in Australia before the European arrival. The continent was
the home of an estimated 300,000 hunter—gatherers, distributed among
400-700 regional groups, which averaged 500-600 people each. To be sure,
here too no complete ‘isolation’ can be claimed: the natives of southern
Australia were eliminated before they could be studied; European epidemics
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affected more remote parts, reducing the natives’ numbers even before
direct contact was made; in the north there had been some Aboriginal
contact with the natives of Melanesia.'* All the same, the Aborigines’
hunter—gatherer way of life was of the simplest sort there is. As a result of
their isolation, they did not even have the bow, invented in the rest of the
world some 20,000 years ago and assumed by some scholars to have
enhanced, or even inaugurated, warfare, by allowing people to fight from
afar and, hence, from relative safety. Of truly long-range weapons, only
the famous boomerang was used in Australia. Nevertheless, as Mead
herself—although not some of her colleagues and disciples—was well aware,
warfare, with spear, club, stone knife, and wooden shield (unlike the
others, clearly a specialized fighting rather than a hunting device) had
been widespread in Australia.” Indeed, fighting scenes with the whole
range of armament are extensively depicted in Aboriginal rock art dating
back at least 10,000 years.'®

As some scholars have pointed out, even low-population densities and
relative mobility over low-yield terrain do not necessarily mean lack of
competition and territoriality. Low-yield environment simply requires
larger territories for subsistence. Nor does wide spacing out mean that there
are empty spaces to move to. As a rule, there are none, because species
quickly fill up their particular habitat and soon push against its boun-
daries. Mobility and nomadic existence are practised within a circum-
scribed territory. Many animal species that also require very large territories
for subsistence and are therefore widely spaced out—such as lion
prides—hotly defend their territories against intruders that try to improve
their lot. The same applies to humans. Contrary to a lingering popular
impression from 1960s’ anthropology, evidence of territoriality exists for
most hunter—gatherer societies examined. Indeed, some territories are
better, have richer wildlife, than others and are, therefore, much coveted.
Access to scarce resources, such as water in arid or semi-arid areas, is the
object of even greater competition.'” Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, in
the past simple hunter—gatherers inhabited not only isolated arid areas but
also, indeed mainly, the world’s most fertile environmental niches. These
were usually to be found along rivers (especially river mouths), swamps,
and seashores, which abounded in exploitable wildlife and were intensely
competed for.

In Australia, as elsewhere, such lush environments had much denser
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populations than arid areas: up to two people per square kilometre or six
people per kilometre of coastline—a high density for hunter—gatherers.'®
This resulted in much greater contact and much more competition with
other groups. Again, such conditions were common enough among late
Pleistocene hunter—gatherers. An anthropological model sensibly suggests
that defended territoriality and violent competition will increase in ratio to
the growing predictability and density of the resources, which make the
effort to monopolize them worthwhile." All the same, in Australia, even in
the desert areas of the central regions, where population densities were often
as low as one person per 50 square kilometres, or even lower, let alone in the
resource-rich and more densely populated areas, group territories existed
and their boundaries were well defined and normally kept. These boundar-
ies criss-crossed the continent and by and large were apparently very old.
There was no ‘vast common land’, as some 1960s’ anthropologists believed.
Rather than the free ranging of the Rousseauite anthropological imagin-
ation, the Aborigines (similar to the Greenland Eskimos, another good
‘laboratory’ of simple hunter—gatherers) were in fact ‘restricted nomads’ or
‘centrally based wanderers’, confined for life to their ancestral home terri-
tories. These territories were sanctioned by totem and myth, with trespass
regarded as a grave crime. Strangers provoked alarm and as a rule kept
off. Uninvited, they were likely to encounter aggressive demonstration and
violence. Inter- and intragroup fighting were rife.”

The natives of Tasmania are a good starting point for our review, because
they were the backwater of backwaters. There were an estimated 4,000
Tasmanians when the Europeans arrived. Their island had been isolated
from mainland Australia for more than 10,000 years, and their technology
and social organization were the most primitive ever recorded. They did not
even possess the boomerang. Their population density was also among the
lowest there is. Still, lethal raiding and counter-raiding took place among
their groups. Territorial boundaries were kept and mutual apprehension was
the rule.”

By the mid-nineteenth century, the Tasmanians were hunted into extinc-
tion by European settlers. But on the mainland, Aboriginal tribes survived.
In a classic fieldwork, M. J. Meggitt studied the Walbiri tribe of the central
Australian desert, whose population density was as low as one person
per 90 square kilometres, among the lowest there is. He investigated the
Walbiri relations with the other hunter—gatherer tribes in the surrounding
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Australia’s Aboriginals were pure, isolated hunter—gatherers, who possessed practically
no property. They offer the best laboratory for the all-pervasiveness and intensity of
fighting before agriculture and the state:

Beginning of a quarrel during a welcoming ceremony, Arunta tribe. Photos from the turn
of the twentieth century, when state rule in the centre and north of the continent was
still nominal

A raiding party is returning after killing. They are met by mourning women whose
relative’s death they avenged; Arunta tribe, Atninga



Peaceful or War-like: Did Hunter—Gatherers Fight?

Aboriginal shields: unlike spears and boomerangs, their only possible purpose was
fighting. Also note them in the previous photos

territories. With some of these neighbours relations were friendly, with
others hostile. In the latter case, raids and counter-raids were common:

The men’s descriptions made it clear that the Warramunga (and Waringari)
trespasses were not merely hunting forays impelled by food shortages in the
invaders’ own territory but rather were raids undertaken to combine hunting
for sport and the abduction of women. Often, too, the raiders were simply
spoiling for a fight. They were met with force, and deaths occurred on both
sides. Walbiri war parties would then invade the Warramunga country in
retaliation. If they were able to surprise the enemy camps and kill or drive off
the men, they carried away any women they found.

On one recorded occasion around the beginning of the twentieth century,
things came to a head on a wider scale and with a different motive:

Until then, the Waringari had claimed the ownership of the few native wells
at Tanami and the country surrounding them, but in a pitched battle for the
possession of the water the Walbiri drove the Waringari from the area, which
they incorporated into their own territory. By desert standards the engage-
ment was spectacular, the dead on either side numbering a score or more.”

Gerald Wheeler specified the following motives for the frequent inter-
and intragroup fighting: ‘women, murder (most often supposed to be done
by magic), and territorial trespass.’” He drew on anthropological accounts
from all parts of Australia.

Indeed, tropical northern Australia was also barely affected by Europeans
until the twentieth century. However, in comparison with the arid centre,
population densities there were much higher, and contact among Abo-
riginal hunter—gatherers was much greater. In another classic case study of
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an Aboriginal tribe, conducted in Arnhem Land in the north during the late
1920s, W. Lloyd Warner wrote: “Warfare is one of the most important social
activities of the Murngin people and surrounding tribes.” According to
Warner, most fighting took place to avenge the death of relatives, and the
rest followed the stealing of women, accusations of death by sorcery and acts
of sacrilege.”* One major action in Arnhem Land, which occurred because of
an accusation of sacrilege, is described by anthropologist T. G. H. Strehlow:

To punish Ltjabakuka and his men meant the wiping out of the whole camp
of people normally resident at Irbmankara, so that no witness should be left
alive who could have revealed the names of the attackers. A large party of
avengers drawn from the Matuntara area along the Palmer River, and from
some Southern Aranda local groups, was accordingly assembled and led
to Irbmankara by Tjinawariti, who was described to me as having been a
Matuntara ‘ceremonial chief’ from the Palmer River whose prowess as a
warrior had given him a great reputation. . . . Tjinawariti and his men fell
upon Irbmankara one evening, after all the local folk, as they believed, had
returned to their camps from their day’s quests for food. Men, women and
children were massacred indiscriminately, and the party turned back in the
belief that they had not left behind any witness.

However, a few witnesses did survive to tell the story. Thus:

it was possible for friendly Western Aranda groups to take revenge for the
massacre of Irbmankara. A small band of experienced warriors, led by
Nameia, went deep into the areas whence the killers had come. This party
had to live off their enemy’s lands and lie low, sometimes for weeks, between
each kill; for they had to pick off their victims in singles or twos and threes
whenever suitable occasions arose. But by patience and superb bushcraft they

achieved their errand; and finally they managed to kill Tjinawariti as well.”

Anthropologist R. G. Kimber, drawing on a variety of studies and sources,
summarizes as follows:

One can infer from archaeological evidence that conflict has been an ancient
problem, and many mythological accounts also suggest this. Small-scale con-
flict, with very occasional deaths, was no doubt the norm, but the ‘payback
law’ could result in lengthy feuds. On other occasions major conflicts had
dramatic demographic implications.

Kimber cites evidence of some such major conflicts, including the one
described by Strehlow:

In about 1840, at a locality called Nariwalpa, in response to insults, the
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‘Jandruwontas and Piliatapas killed so many Diari men, that the ground was
covered with their dead bodies’. ... Strehlow gives the most dramatic
account of a major arid-country conflict. He estimates that 80-100 men,
women and children were killed in one attack in 1875 at Running Waters, on
the Finke River. In retaliation, all but one of the attacking party of ‘perhaps
fifty to sixty warriors’ were killed over the next three years, as were some of
their family members. This indicates that some 20% of two identifiable
‘tribes’” were killed in this exchange.

Long-distance expeditions to search for, and exchange, luxury, decorative,
and prestige goods took place even in the simplest societies. They involved
crossing group territories, normally, but not always, peacefully:

The red ochre gathering expeditions . . . involved travel from the eastern
portion of the study area to the Flinders Ranges. . . . These expeditions took
place on a regular basis, were normally all-males parties, and although cordial
relationships between groups were sought, fighting appears to have been a
common hazard faced by travelling parties. One entire party, with the excep-
tion of one man, is recorded as having been ambushed and killed in about
1870, whilst in about 1874 all but one of a group of 30 men were ‘entombed
in the excavations’.

Kimber concludes:

The evidence suggests that major conflict could be expected in the well-
watered areas, where population density was at its greatest, or during regular
‘trespasser travel’ for high-prized products. Although exact figures will never
be known, a low death rate of possibly 5% every generation can be suggested
for the regions of least conflict, and a high death-rate of perhaps 20% every
three generations elsewhere.”

More about the form, demography, and termination of armed conflict
among the Tiwi of northern Australia is provided by anthropologist Arnold
Pilling: “The night raids were effectively terminated, about 1912, when Sir
Baldwin Spencer was inadvertently injured by a Tiwi during a spear-
throwing demonstration.” It was then made clear that fighting would no
longer be tolerated by the Europeans:

This Spencer incident was correlated with the end of night raiding and sneak
attacks and it appeared to have stopped pitched battles producing death. But, in
fact, as late as 1948 death-causing battles with clubs were occurring. . . .
Under the old pattern, sneak attack was sufficiently common that informants
spoke of special ecological adjustments to it . . . the threatened group A was
likely to move to the mangroves, a very specialised and unpleasant ecological
niche with, among other things, crocodiles and a sloshy mud floor.
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Demographically:

It 1s important to note the incidence of fatalities associated with the old
pattern of attacks and the way of life with which it was correlated. In one
decade (1893-1903), at least sixteen males in the 25-to-45 age group were
killed in feuding; either during sneak attacks or in arranged pitch battles.
Those killed represented over 10 per cent of all males in that age category,
which was the age group of the young fathers.”’

Obviously, estimates such as this and that by Kimber are highly tentative.
Nevertheless, they are remarkably similar and also in general agreement
with those suggested by Warner. Of a population of 3,000 in the tribes in his
study area, Warner had record of ‘about one hundred deaths in the last
twenty years caused by war’. He doubled that number to fill up for the areas
in his study area for which no accurate record was available, arriving at some
200 people killed altogether during 20 years.® As we shall see, all these
figures tally with those of many other primitive societies. They represent
very high rates of killing, higher than that of industrialized societies, which
have supposedly been involved in massively lethal wars.

For some anthropologists even such unequivocal evidence is not enough.
Although no expert on the Aborigines maintains that they had lacked fight-
ing before European arrival, it has become the vogue in anthropology to
claim that everything changed with, and little can be said about what
preceded, contact. However, precisely in this connection we possess a truly
remarkable testimony. In 1803, only 15 years after the European first arrived
in Australia, a 13-year-old English boy named William Buckley (1790-
1856) was brought to the new continent with the first convict ship arriv-
ing at the penal settlement at Port Philip (now Melbourne). He escaped
shortly after, and for 32 years, until 1835, he lived with an Aboriginal tribe.
During that time, he learnt to speak their language and participated in their
daily activities. No anthropologist has ever achieved a similar familiarity and
at such an early date. After returning to ‘civilization’, Buckley on several
occasions related his experience. His account appears to be remarkably
authentic with respect to everything that can be verified concerning the
natives’ life. Among other things, he describes about a dozen battle scenes,
and many lethal feuds, raids, and ambushes, comprising an integral part of
the native traditional way of life.”” I return to his testimony in various
contexts later.

Thus, as the layperson—but, curiously, not many anthropologists—would
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have naturally supposed, most hunter—gatherers, even of the most simple and
diffuse sort, regularly engaged in fighting. Moreover, they lived under con-
stant fear of violent conflict, which shaped their ordinary daily life. Death
in fighting was among the principal causes of their mortality. The vast,
continent-size, isolated Australian ‘laboratory’ is uniquely demonstrative in
this respect, largely dispensing with the chronic doubts and inherently
irrefutable objections—arising from the ‘contact paradox’—about the ‘pur-
ity” of the cases of hunter—gatherers’ warfare recorded in other parts of the
world. Inferring from this evidence and from the drastically reformed
research about intraspecific deadly violence within animal species, fighting
was probably an integral part of hunter—gatherers’ existence throughout the
genus Homo’s evolutionary history of millions of years.

WARFARE AMONG COMPLEX
HUNTER-GATHERERS

Thus, contrary to the still widely held Rousseauite view, fighting was
not a recent invention, associated with the emergence of sedentary settle-
ment, food storage, property, high population densities, and social stratifica-
tion. Still, even if these revolutionary changes in the human way of life did
not bring warfare into being, how did they affect it?

In general, the above changes are related to the advent of agriculture from
around 10,000 years ago. In some cases, however, they predate agriculture.
Since the late Upper Palacolithic, they emerged in some of the richest
ecological niches of the world even in the absence of agricultural subsist-
ence. As mentioned earlier, the richest wildlife niches were those located
along particularly high-yield stretches of water, such as swamps, lakes, estuar-
ies, river mouths, and seashores. In some of these niches so-called complex
hunter—gatherer societies evolved. This meant that human population den-
sity was higher; that the extended family groups in the regional groups lived
closely together in larger concentrations; that people were more sedentary,
preserving food and stocking it where seasonality was involved—that is,
they were ‘collectors’ rather than mere ‘foragers’; that they engaged exten-
sively in crafts and trade; and that they had considerable property, with the
rich and strong monopolizing the stretches of land with the best access to
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the resources.”” Regrettably, as always in these matters, good evidence about
complex hunter—gatherer societies exists only in a very limited number of
cases. And yet these cases also tell the story of life under the ever-present
shadow of warfare.

Conditions of resource abundance were not the only prerequisite for
complex hunter—gatherer societies to evolve. Presumably, biologically
modern humans were also necessary. Only our species, Homo sapiens sapiens,
was apparently able to exploit the resource-rich environments effectively
enough to support permanent large concentrations of people. Aquarian
resources in particular required efficient fishing techniques, not developed
before the advent of Homo sapiens sapiens.”’ In addition, only biologically
modern humans apparently possessed the sophisticated communication and
social skills that made possible life in large-scale and complex societies.
Indeed, complex hunter—gatherers are first documented in the late Upper
Palaeolithic, some 20,000 years ago, in the Dordogne region in the south of
France, the part of the world most extensively studied by palacoanthropol-
ogists. During that period, conditions of profusion prevailed in the Dordogne,
with the landscape dotted by lakes, streams, and forests. Complex hunter—
gatherer societies of hunters, fishers, and collectors spread further into the
south of France and north of Spain during the Mesolithic or Middle Stone
Age, roughly between 11,000 and 7,000 years ago. Evidence of other
complex hunter—gatherer populations during that period has been found
in Ukraine, Japan, Denmark, and the Levant. The archaeological record in
all these cases reveals high population densities, exquisite artefacts, often
utilizing raw materials carried from afar and, hence, widespread exchange,
and some magnificent graves, full of these artefacts—the archaeologists’
standard indication of the existence of a wealthy elite and developed social
ranking.

The trouble with prehistoric times is that they cannot speak. Artefacts
alone are mute. In the absence of writing, there is no story to tell, no
concrete record of deeds, thoughts, or social life. However, in southern
France and northern Spain in the late Upper Palaeolithic, this veil of dark-
ness has been partly pierced by what is, historically, second best to a human
voice: among the modern humans who inhabited these regions the emer-
gence and flourishing of human art are best documented. Undoubtedly the
most famous aspect of this artistic outburst is the exquisite pictorial repre-
sentations of Upper Palaeolithic ‘cave art’. Unfortunately from the historical
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point of view, the drawings from the Upper Palaeolithic are mostly of ani-
mals, depicted in the liveliest manner. Humans comprise only three per cent
of the images and, in contrast to the animals, their representations are very
sketchy. There is only one human figure found that seems to be pierced
with arrows.” However, in Mesolithic ‘rock painting’ in the Spanish Levant
(about 10,000-5,000 BC), representations of humans rise to 40 per cent of
the total.” These include several depictions of battle scenes, even though all
sorts of alternative explanations, such as ritual and dance, were suggested by
those who denied the existence of warfare among hunter—gatherers.

More recent research has brought to light the wealth of Australian
Aboriginal ‘rock art’, which is as old as its European counterpart. According

Mesolithic rock paintings depicting fighting from the Spanish Levant:

Archers fighting
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Battle scene

A warrior stricken by arrows

to one study of over 650 sites in Arnhem Land in northern Australia,
the oldest depictions include large animals but not humans. There, as well,
human images begin to figure prominently only from about 10,000 years
ago, and include numerous battle scenes. At first, these representations show
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‘Execution’

mainly fighting among a few individuals or small groups, but from about
6,000 years ago there are also images of large-scale encounters: 111 figures
participating in one battle scene, 68 and 52 in others. The authors of the
study reasonably speculate that the larger fighting groups may reflect denser
and more complex human concentrations that had evolved in Arnhem
Land by that period.* In any case, as both the prehistoric rock art depictions
of fighting and the recent evidence of warfare from the central Australian
desert demonstrate, fighting took place in thinly as well as in densely
populated areas. Depictions of battle scenes among the Bushmen in South
Africa, apparently stretching back to the pre-Bantu (agricultural) period,
corroborate this. The largest scene depicts 12 people on one side and 17 plus
11 ‘reserves’ on the other.” Scenes of shield-bearing warriors similarly
appear in the prehistoric rock art of the nomadic bison (buffalo) hunters and
gatherers of the American Plains.™

29



War in Human Civilization

Evidence of violent death from the European Mesolithic is also traceable
in the archaeological record:

One of the most gruesome instances is provided by Ofnet Cave in Germany,
where two caches of ‘trophy’ skulls were found, arranged ‘like eggs in a
basket’, comprising the disembodied heads of thirty-four men, women, and

children, most with multiple holes knocked through their skulls by stone
37

axes
Rousseauites have interpreted this artistic and archaeological evidence as
proof that warfare emerged only with the competition that grew with
greater population densities and more complex societies. Others have
connected the battle scenes to the invention of the bow some 20,000 years
ago, which they suggested inaugurated warfare by making possible killing
from afar. However, as the rich and diverse Australian data demonstrate,
both claims are incorrect. Seeing coins only where there is light from a
lamppost is one of the most serious possible distortions. The fact that fight-
ing is recorded by the newly evolving art (and specifically with the later
diffusion of human representations) does not mean that it evolved at the
same time. What actually makes the archaeological signs of warfare from the
Mesolithic, and even Upper Palaeolithic, less open to dispute than those of
earlier times is growing sedentism. It left evidence of fortifications, burnt
settlements, large-scale communal cemeteries, and, indeed, art—the sort of
evidence without which archaeology grapples in the dark but which is
necessarily absent before sedentism.

All the same, for a better understanding of complex hunter—gatherer
societies—and the question of warfare—we need yet better records than
pictorial and archaeological ones: those of writing. And, inevitably, written
records exist only where historically literate peoples encountered complex
hunter—gatherers. This is not an easy requirement. By and large, by the time
written civilization evolved, the world’s lush ecological environments in
which complex hunter—gatherer societies might develop had long been
taken over by agriculturalists. For literate civilizations to be in touch with
complex hunter—gatherers—as opposed to simple ones, which might sur-
vive in marginal, unproductive environments—a meeting of worlds or a
journey in time was necessary. Such a meeting, or a whole series of meet-
ings, in effect took place when the Europeans from the Old World arrived
in the New. To set aside any popular misconception, most of the Americas
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had long been inhabited by agriculturalists. Still, we have records of a major
region where complex hunter—gatherer populations flourished—the north-
west coast of North America.

Extensively studied since the pioneering work carried out by the dis-
tinguished anthropologist Franz Boas in the late nineteenth century, the
north-west coast cultures of the North American continent are a dream
laboratory of complex hunter—gatherers, almost as good as the Australian
continent is for simpler ones. Virtually isolated from contact with agricul-
turalists, and as western contact began only in the late eighteenth century,
the north-west coast constitutes almost as ‘pure’ an object of study as
Australia. Furthermore, as a conservation cosmos, it is no less vast and
diverse, providing, similar to Australia, not merely one, possibly accidental,
‘case study’ but a whole multitude of them, which can therefore be taken as
much more representative. In the coastal strip that stretches from the north-
western states of the USA through Canada and Alaska, some 2,500 miles
long, scores of linguistically different ‘peoples’ and hundreds of ‘tribes’ lived,
mostly Indians but also Eskimos in coastal Alaska. Each of these peoples had
a population in the hundreds and even thousands, with the regional groups
sometimes linked in higher loose confederacies.

As in the lushest environments in Australia, population densities in some
southern regions of the north-west coast were as high as eight (and, in
places, even twenty) people per mile of coastline, or three to five people per
square mile. Population at contact in mainland USA and the Canadian part
alone is estimated at 150,000, and together with Alaska it easily rivalled that
of the mostly arid Australian continent.”® These large numbers and high
population densities resulted from the extremely rich marine resources of
the north-west coast, especially the salmon runs up the numerous rivers.
Skilful canoeing made it possible for the inhabitants to engage in deep-sea
fishing. Hunting of marine mammals was widespread. Abundant land game,
mainly birds, and deer in the south and caribou in the north, augmented the
population’s subsistence base. Seasonal food was preserved and stocked. And
yet, throughout the tremendous length of this seeming land of plenty, war-
fare was rife and bloody. As we saw with respect to Australia, its ever-present
shadow affected people’s entire way of life.

Various reasons were given by the participants and outside observers for
the prominence of armed conflict along the north-west coast. To begin
with, access to resources was hotly contested. Plenty is partly a misleading
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notion, because plenty is relative, first, to the number of mouths that have
to be fed. The more resource rich a region, the more people it attracts from
outside, and the more internal population growth will take place. As Tho-
mas Malthus pointed out, a new equilibrium between resource volume and
population numbers would eventually be reached, recreating the same
tenuous ratio of subsistence that has been the fate of most pre-industrial
societies throughout human history. Thus, both within and between the
regional groups and peoples, those who succeeded in controlling the rich
river mouths, for instance, were better off than those living along exposed
seashores, upstream or, worst, inland. Within the groups, this was the source
of developed social ranking between rich and poor, aristocratic and com-
mon, especially in the more affluent south. At the two extremes, slaves were
owned by and worked for the very rich. Between both peoples and
regional groups, the differences in access to resources were the cause of
recurring warfare, resulting from migratory pressures into coveted territor-
ies and endemic border disputes. Territorial boundaries were well known
and, at the peril of death, were normally not crossed. As a rule, people did
not feel safe to go where they did not have relatives. Group territories were
sanctioned by ceremony and ritual. The magnificent huge Indian totems
for which the region is famous were among the marks of clan territories.
Some trade routes were occasionally open for travel, depending on the
specific conditions of the times, people, and goods concerned. Such cross-
ing of boundaries followed traditional established customs and practices.
Otherwise, strangers were assumed to be hostile, and trespassers would
be attacked and killed, often after being tortured. Suspicion was well
grounded. In addition to the quest for territorial gain, inevitable seasonal
and other natural food supply shortages and ‘stresses’ were a common
cause of alien attack. Particularly in times of famine, war parties raided
the stored food of their more affluent neighbours. Slave raiding was
another constant threat and source of warfare. Abduction of women was
widespread.™

Indeed, want and hunger were not the only reasons for fighting. Plenty
and scarcity are relative not only to the number of mouths to be fed but also
to the potentially ever-expanding and insatiable range of human needs and
desires. It is as if, paradoxically, human competition increases with abun-
dance, as well as with deficiency, taking more complex forms and expres-
sions, widening social gaps and enhancing stratification.” The wealthy can
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support and, therefore, have, more wives, as was the case, for example, among
both the elders who dominated the Australian groups and the north-west
coast ‘big men’. Rivalry over women was a principal, sometimes the princi-
pal, cause of deadly violence. Furthermore, although the capacity to con-
sume simple, subsistence products is inherently limited, that of more refined,
lucrative ones is practically open ended. One can simply move up-market.
So-called ostentatious consumption comes in, and complex hunter—
gatherer societies were the first to experience it. One main avenue for such
consumption is that of prestige decorative items. Beautifully crafted from
scarce and exotic raw materials, often brought from afar, these were
exchanged for food surpluses in developed trade networks. Both in Upper
Palaeolithic Europe and in the north-west coast cultures, similar items are
found in archaeological records. They include ivory, obsidian, shell, bone,
and horn artefacts, such as jewellery, sculptures, and artfully carved and
decorated practical tools. Exquisite featherwork and fine clothing are less
preserved in the archaeological record but are also known to have been
objects of desire. Finally, the north-west coast Indians are famous for a social
institution known also from other ‘primitive’ and not so primitive soci-
eties—the potlatch or competitive feast. Vying for prestige, ‘big men’ held
large social feasts in which they served vast quantities of food as well as
literally destroying all sorts of their own valuable property as a mark of their
wealth. Thus, to accumulate wealth—by gaining better access to resource-
rich areas, by monopolizing trade and by the acquisition of slaves—armed
force and warfare were often required.

As in all cases of hunter—gatherer, ‘primitive’ or, indeed, any other sort of
warfare, people of the north-west coast also reported seemingly different
and more varied motives than the material. In truth, they often placed these
motives at the top of their list, mentioning retribution for insults and
wrongs, blood revenge, pursuit of prestige, and the taking of heads as war
trophies. I return to discuss the question of motives more systematically
in later chapters. As with all other cases of hunter—gatherer and ‘primitive’
deadly conflict, fighting in the north-west coast ranged from small-scale
incidents, carried out by few people and resulting in few casualties, to large-
scale affairs involving hundreds of participants and on occasions ending
with as many casualties. Canoe ocean war expeditions of hundreds of
miles were recorded in this region. As a result of the constant threat of
war, settlements were located in easily defensible sites and were regularly
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fortified by palisades and trenches. Elaborate features such as concealed exits,
secret connecting and escape tunnels, hideaways, double-walled houses,
slat protection, and spiked rolling logs were in use in these settlements.*'
I discuss the modes of warfare in greater detail in Chapter 6.

A new stage began in the north-west coast with the arrival of the white
man. Regular contact with Russian navy ships, merchants, and trade posts
began in the last years of the eighteenth century and rapidly intensified.
Contact with US traders soon followed. The object of the trade was furs,
exchanged for western goods, such as metal tools, clothing, glass beads, and
firearms. The new source of wealth and competition may have accentuated
both social stratification and warfare among the natives. Slave labour may
have become more useful and widespread, with the wealthiest possessing as
many as dozens of slaves. Tribes, local groups, and entrepreneurial ‘big men’
within them strove to get hold of and monopolize the lucrative trade. War-
fare was constantly recorded by western observers during much of the
nineteenth century, ceasing only with the establishment of firm western
rule.

Some anthropologists, such as R. Brian Ferguson, have suggested that
western goods had already begun to penetrate the region by indirect routes
earlier in the eighteenth century, and that they had been partly responsible
for growing competition and for the belligerency evident in the accounts of
old native informers about that period. Still, the indirect penetration of
western goods in a proto-contact phase could not have been very substan-
tial. Furthermore, as these scholars themselves, in agreement with all other
research, recognize, warfare in the north-west coast was anyway very old,
predating ‘proto-contact’—it is archaeologically recorded in the region,
with little apparent variation, for no less than 4,000 years. Linguistic evi-
dence shows that slavery, established through war, was also very old
throughout the region.* Indeed, the natives’ use of body armour made of
several layers of hide or of wooden slat and rod—a specialized fighting
device extensively reported by the first European explorers in the late
eighteenth century and currently displayed in museums—actually seems to
have declined after the white man’s arrival. It was rendered useless by mus-
ket fire. A similar development took place with the Plains Indians’ shields
and skin armour, and for the same reason.®

Nevertheless, a broader debate followed. Expanding their argument
to horticulturalists in Central and South America, Ferguson and others,
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invoking the ‘contact paradox’, have generally claimed that western arrival
significantly altered native warfare in a so-called tribal zone. They had
created a stir, which was, however, largely overblown. As most of these
anthropologists were well aware of the evidence for extensive and brutal
warfare before contact and took care to mention it, albeit very briefly, their
point (or what remains of it) would have in effect been very narrow
indeed.*

To summarize the findings from our two—Australian and north-west
coast—hunter—gatherer ‘dream laboratories’, they clearly show, across a very
large variety of native peoples living in their original settings, that hunter—
gatherers, from the very simple to the more complex, fought among them-
selves. Deadly conflict, if not endemic, was ever to be expected. The fear of it
restricted people to well-circumscribed home territories and necessitated
constant precautions and special protective measures. Killing in fighting was
among the main causes of mortality. Was fighting more frequent and intense
among complex hunter—gatherers than among simpler ones? Higher popu-
lation densities, more concentrated resources, and intensified competition
for accumulated wealth and prestige suggest this in accepted anthropo-
logical models, but measurement seems practically impossible now. Deadly
conflict among more numerous concentrations of people may seem to be
more widespread, but was violence per capita, as measured in the percentage
of killings in the general mortality, less among simple hunter—gatherers?
Tenuous estimates, such as those by Kimber, cited above, suggest that it was,
although not by a different order of magnitude. Simple hunter—gatherers
also fought, with all the consequences that fighting entailed.”” Thus the
evidence suggests that hunter—gatherers in their evolutionary natural
environment and evolutionary natural way of life, shaped in humankind’s
evolutionary history over millions of years, widely engaged in fighting
among themselves. In this sense, rather than being a late cultural ‘invention’,
fighting would seem to be, if not ‘natural’, then certainly not ‘unnatural’ to
humans. But why is this so? What is the evolutionary rationale for this
dangerous, deadly activity?
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Why Fighting? The
Evolutionary Perspective

INNATE BUT OPTIONAL TACTIC

If warfare was not a late cultural ‘invention’, is it then innate in human
nature and, if so, in what way? The idea has a long pedigree, going back at
least to the Hebrew Bible’s dictum, incorporated into Christian doctrine,
that ‘the inclination of man’s heart is evil from childhood’ (Genesis 8.21).
This idea has since taken many versions and forms. After the First World
War, it was revived—for instance, by Sigmund Freud. Like many of his
contemporaries, Freud was aghast at and perplexed by the seemingly fren-
zied blood letting and destruction of the First World War, and later by the
gathering storm of the Second World War. In major new statements of
psychoanalytic theory and then in two famous letters to Albert Einstein,
he tried to explain how the magnificent edifice of nineteenth-century
European civilization, which educated Europeans, including Freud himself,
had regarded as the pinnacle of human development, had so easily suc-
cumbed. Freud had always believed that civilization was tenuously built on
the shaky foundations of man’s primordial drives. However, so senseless,
irrational, and suicidal did the turmoil of the time appear, that he found it
necessary to introduce a new element into his theory. He suggested that,
side by side with the sexual life drive, man possessed a destructive, indeed,
self-destructive, drive—a ‘death instinct’. As with all instincts, although

36



Why Fighting? The Evolutionary Perspective

increasingly subdued by the advance of civilization, it was always liable to
break through civilization’s thin crust and was never likely to be totally
suppressed. Freud did try to give biological and even evolutionary support
to his claim, in order to explain why this was so. How did it come to be that
man possessed such an improbable ‘death wish’, so detrimental to his sur-
vival and prosperity. Still, postulating the two antithetical drives, like two
Manichaean idols with lives of their own, Freud himself felt, and apologized
to Einstein, that all this may seem as a ‘kind of mythology’.! His disciples
within the psychoanalytic movement have also felt uneasy about this later
change to his theory.

At least on the surface, other theorists were more careful to work within
the logic of evolutionary theory. Distinguished ethologists Konrad Lorenz
and Niko Tinbergen and psychiatrist Anthony Storr claimed that man
possessed a basic aggression instinct or drive which had been evolutionarily
useful to him in his savage past, even though it may have become harmful
within the context of civilization. This was another idea that captured the
headlines in the 1960s. Not unlike other drives, such as those for sex and
food, claimed the proponents of that idea, the aggression drive built up in us
until it reached such levels that it required release. If it could not be diverted
to other channels, such as sport, it might overflow in various expressions of
aggression and violence.’

The idea of a basic aggressive drive, almost blindly and automatically
filling up from itself, was very attractive to the general public, because it
appeared to explain seemingly senseless and irrational eruptions of violence
and warfare. It came under heavy criticism, however, and was widely
rejected by the scientific community. It was pointed out that aggression was
a wholly different biological mechanism from the basic drives such as those
for food or sex. Aggression does not accumulate in the body by a hormone
loop mechanism, with a rising level that demands release. People have to
teed regularly if they are to stay alive, and in the relevant ages they can
normally avoid sexual activity altogether only by extraordinary restraint and
at the cost of considerable distress. By contrast, people can live in peace for
their entire lives, without suffering on that account, to put it mildly, from
any particular distress. As we well know, whole societies can live in peace
for generations. Indeed, there is miscomprehension here about the crucial
difference that exists between the evolutionary functions of the activities in
question. In the evolutionary calculus, nourishment and sex, for
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example, are primary biological ends, directly linked, the one to the organ-
ism’s existence and the other to its reproduction. By contrast, aggression
Is a means, a tactic—and only one among many—for the achievement
of the primary biological ends. As a means, its utilization depends on its
usefulness.

It might be argued that communication, for example, is also a means, and
yet humans can become deeply distressed if deprived of it. However, the
functional need of communication is fairly unambiguous and straight-
forward, whereas aggression is in special need of always being assessed against
alternative behaviour tactics, such as retreat, submission and co-operation,
because aggression is a highly dangerous tactic. It might expose its user to
serious bodily harm and even death, easily proving counterproductive. On
average, ‘trigger happy’ individuals are likely to be of shorter life expectancy
and, by diminishing their chances of survival and reproduction, would be
selected against. Indeed, an illuminating application of game theory to bio-
logy has shown that a strategy of unrestricted offensive is evolutionarily
untenable.” Thus, as research stresses, the use of aggression in both animals
and humans depends in any given situation on a continuous intuitive
assessment of the chances and risks, stakes and alternatives.* The higher the
stakes and the less promising the alternatives, the more readily might aggres-
sion be used even with lower chances and higher risks. Each species, and
individuals within a species, variably modulate their strategy to take account
of their particular circumstances.

Hence the emotional mechanisms involved, for biological functions are
regulated by sensual stimuli. Nourishment and reproduction, as vital pri-
mary needs, are stimulated by intense sensual desires and gratifications that
are almost one directional. Of course, these do not operate without limits
and constraints. They have levels of saturation and might lead to overindul-
gence—for instance, there is only a limited amount that one can eat at one
time, which if exceeded is signalled by a feeling of nausea. Also, as we know
only too well, in societies of plenty, such as our own, overeating can become
detrimental. Still, for all living creatures, including the vast majority of
people throughout human history, food has been in short supply, and it has
generally been essential to have as much of it as it has been possible to
obtain. Therefore, food has always been an object of sensual desire. Similarly,
too much sex might become counterproductive, for example, if it distracts
from other essential activities such as the search for food, leads to the neglect
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of existing offspring or causes trouble with dangerous sexual competitors. In
addition, females are much more choosy than males in selecting sex partners
because of the potentially smaller number of offspring that they are capable
of having. In all these cases, sexual activity must be constrained if one is not
to diminish rather than increase one’s reproductive success. Within con-
straints such as these, more sexual activity is generally better for reproductive
success, so throughout nature sex is generally much desired.

By comparison, as aggression is only one possible, and highly dangerous,
tactic, rather than a primary need, the emotional mechanisms that regulate it
are sharply antithetical, ready to turn it on and off. On the ‘on’ side, the
primary motives and drives that trigger aggression are emotionally under-
pinned not merely by feelings such as fear and animosity; the fighting ac-
tivity itself is stimulated by individual and communal thrill, enjoyment in
the competitive exercise of spiritual and physical faculties, and even cruelty,
blood lust, and killing ecstasy. These are all emotional mechanisms intended
to fuel and sustain aggression. Equally, however, on the other, ‘oft’, side,
aggression is emotionally suppressed and deterred by fear, spiritual and
physical fatigue, compassion, abhorrence of violence, and revulsion of
bloodshed. It seems almost redundant to point out that there are also tre-
mendous emotional stimuli for co-operation and peaceful behaviour. These
antithetical emotional arrays, each triggered to support a conflicting stimu-
lus, to and against aggression, are the reason why throughout the ages artists,
thinkers, and ordinary folk of all sorts have claimed with conviction that
people rejoice in war, whereas others have held with equal self-persuasion
that people regard it as an unmitigated disaster. Both sentiments have been
there, more or less active, depending on the circumstances. Singing the
praises of war and decrying its horrors have both been common human
responses.

Returning to our original question: is violent and deadly aggression, then,
innate in human nature, is it ‘in our genes’, and, if so, in what way? The
answer is that it is, but only as a skill, potential, propensity, or predisposition.
This goes beyond the fact, endlessly stressed by scientists, that genes are
more a general design plan, open to environmental influences, than a ready-
made menu for action. It has all too often been assumed that aggression has
to be either an ‘invention’—that is, wholly learnt and optional—or innate
like a primary drive that is fairly ‘hard wired’ and extremely difficult to
suppress. In actuality, aggression, as a tactical skill—and a highly dangerous
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one—is both innate and optional. To be sure, it is 2 most basic and central
skill, of regular usefulness in the struggle for existence. This is why it is
innate in living creatures, including humans; strong selection pressures over
many millions of years have made it so. Indeed, it must be stressed that, while
being optional, aggression has always been a major option, and thus very
close to the surface and easily triggered.” At the same time, however, when
conditions that may trigger aggression are less prominent, or alternative
means are available or can be construed, aggression levels can decline, some-
times even to the point where the whole behavioural pattern is barely
activated. Violent aggression levels fluctuate in response to conditions.
Psychological theory has now come to the same view, maintaining that
aggressive behaviour, although innate as a potential, develops by social learn-
ing.® This is supported by brain research, which tells us that brain design,
particularly but not only in humans, is flexible, especially in the early stages
of life. It extensively rearranges itself, creating new neuron circuits in
response to changing environmental challenges. Thus, individuals, groups
and societies (and research shows that animals as well) are conditioned to
become more or less violent by the sort of environment to which they have
been exposed. We intuitively know this to be true from daily life experi-
ence: young people growing in violent social circumstances becoming
violent; beaten children becoming beating parents; and so on. History shows
this, in that some societies famously became more bellicose, whereas others
were more pacific. During the heyday of the Rousseauite school, anthro-
pologists searched for hunter—gatherer and primitive agricultural societies
that exhibited no war-like behaviour, to show that warfare was a ‘cultural
invention’ rather than a ‘biological necessity’. They were able to locate a few,
mostly peaceful societies, generally small ones living in remote and isolated
environments, having withdrawn from the world into ‘refuge enclaves’ after
being driven away by stronger neighbours.” In truth, however, anthropolo-
gists need not have searched so far, as there are well-known examples of
modern societies, such as the Swiss and the Swedish, that have not engaged
in warfare for two centuries, after having earlier been, each in its turn, the
most war-like in Europe. (The fact that they had fought before is insignifi-
cant for the ‘biological drive’ argument, because it cannot seriously be
claimed that the forefathers’ martial activities satisfy the needs of their pres-
ent-day descendants.) All the same, ‘peaceful societies’ do not prove that
warfare is an invention any more than bellicose societies and the general
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prevalence of warfare in history prove that it is a biological necessity. To
repeat the point, deadly aggression is a major, evolution-shaped, innate
potential that, given the right conditions, has always been easily triggered.
However, its occurrence and prevalence are subject to wide fluctuations,
depending on the prominence of these conditions.

THE EVOLUTIONARY CALCULUS

From its inception, Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution was applied
to the explanation of war, in passing by Darwin himself, and widely by both
his scholarly and popular disciples. It was most notably used by Herbert
Spencer and William Graham Sumner. Sumner’s War in particular is a
highly insightful work that retains much of its freshness.® Sumner influenced
Maurice R. Davie’s excellent The Evolution of War (1929). However, as with
other fields of social study, some of the evolutionary literature on war was
tinted by social Darwinism and, as the tide turned against the latter, the
application of the evolutionary perspective to social questions, including
that of war, was discredited for much of the twentieth century.

Two major developments reversed the trend again. The breaking of the
DNA genetic code in the early 1950s, establishing the biochemical basis of
Gregor Mendel’s theory of inheritance, finally provided Darwin’s theory of
evolution with the exact biological mechanism of inheritance that it had
earlier lacked. This discovery has opened the way for continuous revo-
lutionary advances in genetics, giving new impetus to evolutionary theory.
In addition, the previously dominant behaviouralist and liberal doctrines of
humans as a fabula rasa had begun to recede in all fields of knowledge by the
1970s. The application of evolutionary theory to human affairs, known as
‘sociobiology’ or, better, evolutionary psychology, began its comeback,
growing ever stronger. The intense opposition that it created, giving rise to
the ‘sociobiological debate’ of the late 1970s, has considerably calmed down
in professional circles. It lingers on, mainly as stereotypes, among historians,
social scientists, and cultural students, many of whom have, regrettably, not
bothered to familiarize themselves with the relevant literature.” I ask such
readers to withhold their incredulity until I fully deploy my arguments.
From Darwin’s concluding passage to his The Origin of Species, only
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the famous second part is usually quoted, although the first was as pro-
grammatic: ‘In the future I see open fields for more important researches.
Psychology will be securely based on the foundation already well laid by
Mr. Herbert Spencer, that of the necessary acquirement of each mental
power and capacity by gradation. Much light will be thrown on the origin
of man and his history.”"” This was no social Darwinist’s but Darwin’s own
research programme.

From the start, the theory of evolution redefined the question of war in
more than one way. First and foremost, it provided a non-transcendent
explanation to the age-old question of why the world was so constructed
that competition and fighting formed an integral part of it. Darwin’s evo-
lutionary theory centres on the idea that organisms evolve blindly by natural
selection, which takes place in their struggle for survival against environ-
mental conditions and, because of their successful proliferation, also against
each other for scarce resources. Those most able to survive and reproduce
increase their numbers in the general population, together with the qualities
that make them good at survival and reproduction. In turn, they increase the
pressure on the resources and refuel the contest. This contest takes the form
of either indirect competition or direct conflict. The distinction between
the two was first elaborated systematically by the sociologist Georg Simmel,
at the start of the twentieth century."" In a competition, the protagonists
strive to outdo each other in order to achieve a desired good by employing
whatever means is at their disposal except direct action against the other. A
competition runs parallel. By contrast, in a conflict, direct action against the
competitor is taken in order to eliminate it or lower its ability to engage in
the competition. If physical injury is used, a conflict becomes a violent one.

There is no ‘reason’ for the existence of either competition or conflict,
other than that they both proved successful techniques in the struggle for
survival. ‘Success’ is not defined by any transcendent measurement but by
the inherent logic of the evolutionary process. Thus, while making the order
of life appear drastically more arbitrary than it had earlier been, evolutionary
theory made the role of fighting in that order less so. In doing this it also
presented the motives for fighting as less arbitrary. In the book of nature, the
motives for fighting ultimately had to make sense in terms of the evolution-
ary rationale of survival and reproduction, because maladaptive behaviour
was selected against. Thus evolutionary theory reconstrued the question of
fighting in the following way: it suggested a deeper natural rationale for
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fighting and, by inference from that rationale, claimed, in a previously
unnecessary way, that this tremendously deadly and wasteful behaviour was
somehow carried out in a manner that promoted survival and reproductive
success. But what manner, and whose survival?

Obviously, it was not survival for all but only for the winners in the
contest for the limited resources that made survival and reproduction pos-
sible, for the ‘fittest’ in the never-ending game of survival and reproduction.
This contest is both inter- and intraspecific—that is, taking place among
both members of different species and members of the same species. In fact,
as scientists have realized, reviving a point emphasized by Darwin himself,
the contest is far more intense among members of the same species, because
they live in the same ecological niches, consume the same sort of food, and
vie for the same mates.'> As we have seen, ethologists and biologists believed
for a short while that animals did not kill members of their own species.
Some of them claimed that this was so because intraspecific killing would
have endangered the survival of the species. There were even some evo-
lutionary theorists who thought this claim valid. However, it has been not
only found empirically erroneous, but also (necessarily) theoretically
rejected." Intraspecific fighting and killing take place because the decisive
factor in the evolutionary contest is individuals’ efforts to pass on their own
genes to the next generations by whatever cost-effective means, rather than
those of strangers.

There are two reasons why there is no uninterrupted effort to eliminate
conspecifics. In the special case of social animals, one’s conspecifics within a
group are important for one’s own success, for example, in hunting and
defence—more on that later. More generally, among all animals, the main
factor is that other conspecifics are also strong, and the risks and costs of a
systematic effort to eliminate them would be evolutionarily counterproduc-
tive. As between the great powers, a balance of power and mutual deterrence
exists between individual conspecifics, motivated by concern not for the
survival of the species but for their own survival.'* For that reason, animals
also try to avoid violent confrontations with strong rivals from other species,
not only their own, a point curiously missed by Lorenz. Fighting and killing
break out only from time to time when the stakes get higher and the odds
more favourable.

To remove all too prevalent misunderstandings about the evolutionary
rationale, even at the risk of restating the obvious, the argument, of course,
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is not that these behaviour patterns are a matter of conscious decision and
complex calculation by flies, mice, lions, or even humans, but simply that
those who have not so behaved have failed to be represented in the next
generations, and their maladaptive genes, responsible for their maladaptive
behaviour, have been selected out. The most complex structural engineering
and behaviour patterns have thus evolved in, and program even the simplest
organisms, including those lacking any consciousness. This underlying
rationale of evolutionary theory should always be kept in mind.

One’s genes are passed on to the next generations not only through one’s
own offspring but also through other close kin who share the same genes."”
Siblings share, on average, 50 per cent of their genes, the same percentage as
parents and offspring. Half-siblings share, on average, 25 per cent of their
genes. Cousins share 12.5 per cent of their genes. This is the basis of the old
idea that ‘blood is thicker than water’. An individual’s close kin constitute a
reservoir of his or her own genes, and are, therefore, evolutionarily worth
caring for and defending against all others, even at the risk to the indi-
vidual’s own survival, depending on the closeness of the relationship and the
number of kin involved. Evolutionarily, it is even worthwhile for an indi-
vidual to sacrifice itself if, by that act, it saves more than two brothers, four
half-brothers, or eight cousins. Taking risks for them is worthwhile even at
lower ratios. The evolutionary rationale thus favours not individual survival
but ‘kin selection’ or ‘inclusive fitness” of the same genes in oneself and in
one’s kin. In evolutionary terms, it is ultimately the survival and propagation
of the genes that count.

Among social insects, the members of whole colonies, numbering in the
hundreds and thousands, are on average three-quarter siblings or even
clones. Individuals therefore readily sacrifice themselves in defence of their
colony, which, as an enormous close family, represents a far larger concen-
tration of their own genes than they themselves do. However, human family
relations are not similarly structured, nor do they extend to the scale of large
societies. Let us return to the ‘human state of nature’—that is, the 99.5 per
cent of their evolutionary history in which humans led a hunter—gatherer
existence, which is responsible for their evolutionary inheritance. As we
have seen, the basic social unit among hunter—gatherers is the extended
family group (clan; local group) which numbers a few dozen close kin:
elderly parents, siblings and their nuclear families. It is easy to see why the
members of these groups co-operate, share, and take risks in defending each
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other. It is mostly with these primary groups that people’s allegiance rests.
Moreover, human local groups, similar to those of the chimpanzees, are
predominantly patrilocal and patrilineal—that 1s, it is the females who leave
their families on marriage, joining the males who stay with their original
family groups. The local, family group is thus composed of brethren. As in
nature the males, for reasons demonstrated later, are generally the more
combative sex, the human local groups’ cohesiveness in conflict is further
strengthened.'®

Hunter—gatherers also have a higher form of social grouping—the
regional group and confederation of regional groups (‘dialect tribes’)—
numbering hundreds and even more members. One of the main functions of
the regional group is mutual co-operation in warfare. But why risk one’s life
for other members of these larger groups? Although the regional group is the
main marriage circle, most of its members are only remotely related. They are
different in this respect from the colony of social insects or the local family
group. Still, the logic of kinship continues to exercise a strong influence. In
the first place, although not every member of the regional group is a close kin
of all the others, the regional group is a dense network of close kinship. When
a daughter of one clan is given in marriage to another clan, this daughter and
her children represent an evolutionary ‘investment’ ‘deposited’ by the wife’s
clan in the husband’s. In caring for its investment, the wife’s clan becomes
interested in the survival of the ‘bank’ with which this investment is
deposited—that is, predominantly the daughter’s husband, but also his clan’s
members. They become important for the investment to thrive. Links such as
these criss-cross the regional group, making clans ready to take risks in sup-
port of each other against the environment, other animals or strangers, for the
good of their shared investment. It is this evolutionary rationale that accounts
for the well-recognized fact that kin relationships and marriage links consti-
tute the primary social bonds in ‘primitive’ and not so primitive societies. As
we have seen earlier, hunter—gatherers felt safe to go only where they had kin.
Political treaties throughout the ages have been cemented by marriage.

Furthermore, the rationale of kinship does not terminate with close kin
but extends further, although down a sharply declining curve. The same
logic that makes it evolutionarily beneficial to sacrifice one’s life in order to
save more than two siblings or eight cousins, and take risks at even lower
ratios, holds true for 32 second cousins, 128 third cousins, or 512 fourth
cousins. This, in fact, is pretty much what a regional group is,and is the main
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reason why members of the group will prefer the other members of the
group to outsiders and even be willing to take some risk for them. As most
marriages take place within the regional group, there is a wide gap between
the ‘us’ of the tribe and outsiders.'” However, as the rationale of kinship
applies further—to 2,048 fifth cousins, 8,192 sixth cousins, 32,768 seventh
cousins, to entire peoples, and even humanity as a whole—does this not
amount to a doctrine of brotherly love, the same idea of ‘species solidarity’
rejected before? There is a pitfall here of ignoring the other side of the
kinship equation.

The closer the kin, the greater the evolutionary reward for caring for
them, but only as long as they do not threaten the prospects of even closer
kin in the gene economy. For example, a sibling, who, on average, represents
50 per cent of one’s own genes, is a highly valued genetic partner, and it is
worthwhile paying a considerable price and taking substantial risks for its
survival. However, one is genetically doubly closer to oneself than to a
sibling, so in cases of severe competition between them, siblings’ rivalry can
become intense and even deadly. Such competition takes place, for instance,
for vital parental care among infants, especially at times of acute scarcity.
It can occur when the reproductive future of two siblings clashes—for
example, over a prize mate or the prospects of their respective offspring.
Here again, while nephews and nieces are evolutionary favoured by their
uncle/aunt, these uncles/aunts doubly favour their own offspring. Hence
the all too familiar jealousy, tensions, and antagonism between relatives. To
sum up a complex subject, kinship ties are balanced by the competition that
kin may pose to even closer kin, who represent greater genetic partnership,
down to oneself and offspring.'® People are thus evolutionarily inclined to
support closer relatives against more distant ones (unless they themselves get
into such a severe conflict with their close kin that they turn to seek allies
outside, an eventuality that has been universally regarded as abnormal and
morally problematic). A traditional Arab proverb expresses this evolutionary
rationale: ‘T against my brother; I and my brother against my cousin; I and
my brother and my cousin against the world.’

This explains the familiar relationship structure among clan members,
clans, and tribes, which, according to ethnographic reports, reveals deadly
aggression incidents at all levels. Fighting and killing take place both
within and between tribes. This is more complex than the simple ingroup
co-operation/outgroup rivalry, suggested by Spencer and Sumner. Our
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distinction between ‘blood feuds’ and ‘warfare’, ‘homicide’ and ‘war killing’
is in fact largely arbitrary, reflecting our point of view as members of more
or less orderly societies. Typically, as Franz Boas noted among the eastern,
Great Plains, and north-west American Indians, ‘the term “war” includes
not only fights between tribes or clans but also deeds of individuals who set
out to kill a member or members of another group’.'” The phenomenon
with which we are dealing is deadly aggression, explained by the same
evolutionary rationale.

Tensions and rivalries among close kin are widespread. Inhibitions against
violence among them are very strong, because it is evolutionarily highly
damaging to oneself. Nevertheless, when one’s own evolutionary prospects
are seriously threatened, close kin hostility might escalate. The story of Cain
and Abel demonstrates both the intense competition and the strong inhib-
itions involved in such occurrences. Intra-family (mostly, but not only, mari-
tal) violence, even deadly violence, takes place in all societies;”’ otherwise,
whatever the internal tensions and rivalries among them, clan members
would tend to support each other, among other things, in disputes and
clashes with members of other clans, which sometimes may escalate to
incidents of deadly aggression. In inter-clan rivalry, clans that have inter-
married are likely to support each other against other clans. Finally, the clans
of one regional group will normally support each other against other
regional groups, with whom their genetic kin relationships are far more
remote than they are within their own regional group. However, whereas
the evolutionary penalty for killing a ‘stranger’ declines to insignificance,
especially in comparison with the possible gains, the willingness to take risks
in support of distant relatives within the regional group also declines sharply
in comparison with the risks that might be taken to support close kin. The
perception of who is ‘us’ is relative and can be greatly expanded, but, overall,
only with diminishing returns and in subordination to a closer ‘us’. Still, as
we have seen, one would be evolutionarily willing to give one’s life for more
than 32 second cousins, 128 third cousins, or 512 fourth cousins—that is,
roughly speaking, for one’s regional group. This explains the cases of altru-
istic self-sacrifice to save one’s people or a large number of them. However,
it is not often the case that the fate of a whole tribe is in the hands of one
individual, as it might be with smaller, close-kin groups. Therefore, the
closer the kin the more would an individual be likely to risk itself, or even
display self-sacrifice, for their survival.
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How do we know who our kin are? In nature, from micro-organisms
to humans, there are biological and social cues for recognizing close kin.”'
Humans grow up together with their close kin, remember marriages and
births, and are informed about kin relationships. For more distant kin, how-
ever, people have rougher indications. Similar physical features (phenotype)
are one such indication of genetic relatedness. Thus, different and unfamiliar
racial groups are likely to appear more alien. Moreover, apart from biology,
humans have culture and are differentiated by their cultures. As culture,
particularly among hunter—gatherers, was local and thus strongly correlated
with kinship, cultural identity became a strong predictor of kinship. Humans
are, therefore, distinctively inclined to side with people who share the same
culture against foreigners.”” The more different another culture is, the
‘stranger’ and less part of ‘us’ would it be regarded. Indeed, even between
relatively close culture groups people are acutely attuned to the subtlest of
differences in dialect, accent, dressing style and behaviour, tending to give
preference to their closest likes. This is the ‘narcissism of minor differences’
between close ethnicities that perplexed Freud.” Again, he tried to explain
it as a bottled-up expression of an elementary aggressive drive, thus turning
the matter on its head and denying it any logic, evolutionary or otherwise:
why aggression should express itself in this particular domain remained
wholly obscure. Indeed, Freud confessed his puzzlement over the reasons for
group ties in general. In actuality, it is ethnic differences that may trigger
aggression, rather than the other way around. The preference for one’s
closer cultural likes over those who are more remote expresses a deeply
ingrained preference for one’s closer kin.

LARGER GROUPS

Culture sharing, most notably that of language, is also crucial in
another way. Not only is it in itself a strong predictor of kin relatedness in
small human communities, but it is also a highly significant tool of human
social co-operation, because, on top of kinship, humans developed
additional mechanisms for social co-operation. In principle, there are strong
advantages to co-operation. In warfare, for example, there is a strong advan-
tage to group size; two people, or two clans, acting in co-operation are
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doubly stronger than one, and have, perhaps, four times the chances of
gaining the upper hand.** The problem with co-operation is, however, that
one has a clear incentive to reap its benefits while avoiding one’s share in the
costs. Rational choice theorists call this the problem of the ‘free rider’. It is a
problem that underlies much of social behaviour, as, for example, with tax
paying. Where a central authority, such as the state, exists, it can compel ‘free
riders’ to contribute their share to the common good. However, even when
authority does not exist or is very weak, as is the case, for instance, among
hunter—gatherers, there are still mechanisms that can sustain social co-
operation in groups that are intimate enough to allow mutual surveillance
and social accounting.” If detected, a ‘free rider’ faces the danger of being
excluded, ‘ostracized’, from the system of co-operation which is on the
whole beneficial to him. Not only do people keep a very watchful eye for
‘cheaters’ and ‘defectors’, but compared with other animal species they also
have very long memories. They would help other people on the assumption
that they would get similar help in return, either immediately or some time
in the future, depending on the circumstances. If the expected return fails to
arrive, people are likely to cease co-operating. This is the basis for the
so-called reciprocal altruism in human relations, which explains most of
human seeming altruism towards non-kin. It is the sort of ‘goodwill
accounting’ that underlies daily life relationships.™

Thus, on top of the level of co-operation implicit in the kinship network,
people in a regional group would take risks for each other in expectation of
similar behaviour by others within a system of risk sharing which, on the
whole, has great benefits for them all. To be sure, the temptation to ‘defect’
from contributing one’s share is very strong and ever present, especially
if defection can remain undetected and on issues of life and death.
Co-operation is thus constantly threatened by subtle and not so subtle forms
of ‘defection’ and ‘cheating’, which is the reason why people are highly
sensitive to shades in others’ behaviour that might indicate their trust-
worthiness. A ‘positive character’ is rewarded because people infer, from
observation of one’s behaviour towards others, one’s likely behaviour
towards themselves. ‘Reciprocal altruism’ is thus extended into ‘generalized’
or ‘indirect reciprocal altruism’ in larger social groupings.”’ As our ordinary
life experience teaches us, ‘reciprocal altruism’ and ‘generalized’ or ‘indirect
reciprocal altruism’ are at once a fragile but fairly effective mechanism of
social co-operation. In any case, the regional group is a large form of
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social organization small enough to be sustained by both motives for social
co-operation specified by evolutionary theorists: ‘genuine altruism’ among
close kin and ‘reciprocal altruism’ among those who are not. People are
inclined to help those who share the same genes with them, and those who
can help do so. The regional group is small enough to have dense kinship
networks, as well as for all its members to know each other, to be in contact
with them, and to hold them to account.

It is here that shared culture is significant. As with genes, culture changes
over time, only much faster. Culture thus diversifies among human popula-
tions in inverse relation to the contact among them. In dispersed human
populations, such as those of hunter—gatherers, cultural communities can be
very small. Both among the Eskimos and among the Bushmen of South
Africa more or less similar languages are shared across thousands of kilo-
metres. But in Australia lingual diversity among the hundreds of regional
groups or ‘dialect tribes’ was much greater. There were more than 200
different languages and even more dialects.”® As mentioned earlier, shared
culture is not only a strong indication of kinship in small communities
(the Eskimos and Bushmen are genetically quite homogeneous whereas the
Australian Aborigines are genetically diverse, apparently descending from
several old waves of immigration);* shared culture is also a necessary tool of
social co-operation. Co-operation is dramatically more effective when cul-
tural codes, above all language, are shared. The regional groups, or ‘dialect
tribes’, differing from their neighbours in their language and customs, are
thus the most effective frameworks of social co-operation for their
members. Outside them, people would find themselves at a great disadvan-
tage, as any immigrant knows. Therefore, shared culture in a world of
cultural diversity further increases the social stake of a regional group’s
members in their group’s survival. The regional group is bound together by
mutually reinforcing and overlapping ties of kinship, social co-operation,
and cultural distinctiveness.

Hence the phenomenon of ‘ethnocentrism’, a universal feature of the
regional group which would be expanded on to larger ethnic groupings
later in history. Ethnocentrism is an innate predisposition to divide the
world sharply between the superior ethnic ‘us’ and all ‘others’ (which may
be allies, enemies, or simply aliens). Sumner, who coined the term, illustrated
its various manifestations with illuminating examples.” The following are
some more examples that have an all too familiar ring. The ‘Eskimo’ (a
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general Indian name for their Arctic zone neighbours) ‘called themselves by
a variety of words which usually meant “real people”. Eskimos regarded
themselves literally as real people, as a class apart from all other human

31

beings.””” The Yanomamo hunters and horticulturalists from the Orinoco

basin between Brazil and Venezuela:

believe that they were the first, finest, and most refined form of man to
inhabit the earth. All other people are inferior . . . explaining their strange
customs and peculiar languages. Yanomamo in fact means ‘humanity’, or at
least the most important segment of humanity. All other peoples are known
by the term naba, a concept that implies an invidious distinction between
‘true’ man and ‘sub-human’ man. . . . A foreigner is usually tolerated if he is
able to provide the Yanomamo with useful items . . . but apart from that he is
usually held with some contempt.

Even within the Yanomamo themselves:

any difference between adjacent groups is exaggerated and ridiculed. Lan-

guage differences in particular are promptly noted and criticised by the

Yanomamo. . . . The characteristic reaction of any group to a tape recording

made in another area was this: “They speak crooked; we speak straight, the

right way!’*
The interrelationship of kinship, social co-operation, and culture in the
regional group has bearing on two major debates about human evolution.
The first of these relates to biological group selection. As we have seen,
modern evolutionary theory centres on individual or gene survival, with
co-operation explained by the principles of ‘kin selection’ and ‘reciprocal
altruism’, and the latter expanding to ‘indirect’ or ‘generalized’ ‘reciprocal
altruism’. However, there is an older view—which was relegated to the
margins by modern theorists but which has more recently been effecting a
qualified comeback—suggesting that there also exists another mechanism of
co-operation. According to this view, first raised as a possibility by Darwin
himself, biological selection takes place not only at the individual or gene
level but also among groups. A group that is biologically endowed with
greater solidarity and with individual willingness to sacrifice for the group
would defeat less cohesive groups. Thus genes for genuine ingroup
altruism—in addition to kinship and the calculations of reciprocal altru-
ism—would result in greater survival of the group’s members.”

Older, expansive formulations of this argument have been rejected by
modern evolutionary biologists, on the grounds that genes for self-sacrifice
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on behalf of the group would have the effect of annihilating those who
possessed them much faster than aiding them through improved group
survival, and that ‘cheaters’ would proliferate. However, as some scholars
have noted, the whole debate has been somewhat misconstrued. It revolves
around a supposed distinction between kin selection and group selection, an
abstraction that ignores the actual evolutionary history of humans, whose
chronology was unknown to Darwin. In reality, throughout the vast major-
ity of human evolutionary history, groups were, anyhow, small kin groups.*
Truly large societies of non- (or remote) kin emerged only very recently,
with agriculture and civilization. In terms of biological evolution (to differ-
entiate from cultural evolution), they are far too recent to have a significant
effect on human biology. It is thus meaningless to speak of ‘group selection’
as opposed to kin selection in human biological evolution actually domi-
nated by kin groups. Even the regional group is a relative latecomer, although
not so late as to have no biological basis.

Indeed, the overlapping and close links of kinship, social co-operation,
and cultural distinctiveness in the hunter—gatherers’ regional group is per-
haps less than accidental. We should ask ourselves since when did humans
live in regional groups. It should be recalled that chimpanzees have no such
large groupings, nor are there indications of their existence among Homo
erectus or archaic varieties of Homo sapiens for most of the genus Homo’s
evolutionary history. Apparently, regional groups appeared only with mod-
ern man, Homo sapiens sapiens. It is also to our species that the evolution of
advanced lingual skills is attributed (though the uniqueness of the species in
this respect is a matter of controversy); and it is with Homo sapiens sapiens that
the explosion of culture and cultural diversity in tool making, crafts, art, and
ritual is for the first time extensively documented, reaching new heights
during the Upper Palaeolithic, from some 35,000 years ago. All these new
developments are interdependent and mutually reinforcing. They were
obviously evolutionarily advantageous in many ways, some of which are,
perhaps, clearer than others. The advantages of more sophisticated tools and
better communication are the most obvious. However, on the assumption
that advanced lingual skills and shared culture facilitated the evolution of
the regional group, which encompassed hundreds, the regional group had
several major evolutionary advantages. For one thing, there was an advantage
to favouring one’s medium-range kin (the regional group) over far more
remote kin, known as ‘strangers’. More importantly, perhaps, the regional
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group was a far stronger grouping than the extended family group. It was
simply a larger aggregate of force. This would have given Homo sapiens
sapiens a clear advantage in an armed conflict with rivals who did not live in
regional groups. Even if we reject group selection—as distinct from kin
selection—as a significant factor in human evolutionary history, broader kin
solidarity within a larger kin grouping would have made a great difference.”

Herein may lie the decisive factor in explaining one of the big enigmas in
human evolution. Homo sapiens sapiens is now known to have spread from
Africa, displacing all archaic human species that had earlier inhabited the
Old World. In the best-documented case, Homo sapiens sapiens displaced—
that is, drove to extinction—Neanderthal man, who had prospered in
Europe and the Middle East. How did this happen? Peaceful explanations
for this displacement dominated during the heyday of R ousseauism, and still
do. Prehistorians have pointed out that even a small advantage in subsist-
ence or reproduction, easily achieved, for example, by better tools or better
communication, was enough for a wide divergence in population size to
open up over not so many generations. Still, as has been asked by Jared
Diamond, is it reasonable to suppose that the Neanderthals simply watched
their best hunting fields gradually be taken up by the alien Homo sapiens
sapiens, with no resort to violence at all? The American Indians, for instance,
did not just sit still when the white man killed the bison upon which their
livelihood depended. If the process at the beginning of the Upper Palaeolithic
was not entirely peaceful after all, was the Neanderthal not a formidable
rival? He was more strongly built than Homo sapiens sapiens, quite intelligent
and a proficient hunter of big game at close quarters.

Diamond has suggested a number of possible explanations for the
Neanderthals’ demise. As with the isolated populations of the Americas
and Australasia at the time of western expansion, they may have lacked
natural immunity to epidemics brought by the invaders. However, whether
Homo sapiens sapiens had anything like the resistance developed by the
sixteenth-century dwellers of the open and largely urban Eurasian land-
mass is questionable. Diamond also suggested that the greatly superior
lingual communication of Homo sapiens sapiens, and the resulting advantage
in in-group co-operation, decided the issue in their favour.” This is plaus-
ible. However, better communication was probably one of the principal
prerequisites of larger social groupings. If it is the case that Homo sapiens
sapiens maintained regional (tribal) group ties, whereas the Neanderthals did
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not have or had much weaker ones, this would have been an overwhelming
advantage. Co-operation among tribe members would have created a
decisive numerical superiority over the far fewer members of the Neander-
thal family groups, thus explaining the Neanderthal’s mysterious disappear-
ance. The same logic can help to explain the universal triumph of Homo
sapiens sapiens after its spread from Africa some 80,000 years ago and the
displacement of all archaic humans throughout the world, which otherwise
remains quite mysterious.

[ wrote a specialized article on this subject, to which interested readers are
referred.”” My hypothesis, of course, is very difficult to verify. The best
argument in its favour is that the regional group indeed seems to have
emerged, or at least become prominent, with fully modern Homo sapiens
sapiens. It should not be regarded as one of the many cultural inventions of
Homo sapiens sapiens. Instead, as with the very potential to create culture and
complex language—that is, advanced symbolic networks—the capacity for
regional group relationships, with which advanced symbolic capability is
intimately linked, seems to have been a skill that Homo sapiens sapiens had
evolved biologically. As with language, regional grouping, as a minimum,
exists wherever Homo sapiens sapiens lives. Aristotle may have exaggerated
only one step in defining the members of our species as political animals by
nature.

Indeed, the evolutionary roles of some forms of cultural life, such as
communal ritual and ceremonies, and even the communal aspects of art,
which are otherwise quite mysterious, might at least be partly explained by
the evolutionary advantages of large group co-operation. As with war,
religion is a complex social phenomenon. It is probably the result of several
different interacting factors. Thus it might be a byproduct of the much
wider scope of the powers of imagination and comprehension of Homo
sapiens sapiens, which made them ponder, fear, and attempt to come to terms
with death and the cosmic forces of nature and the universe.” If this line of
explanation, first articulated by Thomas Hobbes and developed by various
modern anthropologists of religion, is valid, there remains, however, the
question of whether this ‘byproduct’, which plays such a prominent role in
human history, is evolutionarily beneficial or detrimental. There can be two
opposite arguments here, or a mixture of the two. One would stress the
terrific costs that people have always invested in religion and that would
appear as a wholly senseless waste of often scarce resources, better spent on
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people’s worldly needs. In modern evolutionary terms, aided by our recent
experience with computers, religion would thus be regarded as a ‘bug’,
‘parasite’, or ‘virus’ on the advanced intellectual ‘software’ of Homo sapiens
sapiens.”” As we see later, such things are common in the evolutionary pro-
cess. No design, including those of evolution, is free from handicaps, and the
only comfort for those who are burdened by them is that their rivals and
competitors are also burdened by similar or other handicaps.

Conversely, religion may have had in it, evolutionarily speaking, more
than worthless expenditure of resources and time. For one thing, it can be
regarded as part of the large ‘defence costs’, which, as we see, all animal
species have to incur. From Emile Durkheim, whose book The Elementary
Forms of the Religious Life (1915) concentrated on the Australian Aboriginal
groups, functionalist theorists have argued that religion’s main role was
in fostering social cohesion. Machiavelli, Rousseau, and the nineteenth-
century French positivists had held more or less the same view. As Richard
Dawkins observes, discussing the same idea in evolutionary terms: “What a
weapon! Religious faith deserves a chapter to itself in the annals of war
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technology.”™ We know this only too well from history. Addressing the
supposed beginnings of religion, this may mean that in those new, larger,
regional groupings in which common ritual and cult ceremonies were more
intensive, social co-operation became more habitual and spiritually more
strongly legitimized. This was probably translated into an advantage in war-
fare. Indeed, not only did communal ritual and ceremonies play a central
role in the life of every regional group with which we are familiar; but ritual
ties were also observed everywhere to have formed the principal basis for
larger alliances and confederations between regional groups, the so-called
Amphictionic alliances, after the ancient Greek example. And one of the
primary roles of such alliances was war. The emerging manifestations of a
greatly expanded symbolic capacity, such as language, religion, art, and
regional grouping, may thus have reinforced each other to give Homo sapiens
sapiens an advantage in warfare.*'

To be sure, although regional groups had a clear advantage in fighting
against people who had no regional grouping (presumably pre-Homo sapiens
sapiens humans), they had no such decisive advantage when all people lived in
regional groups. This, however, as we see later, is the nature of all ‘arms races’.
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Motivation: Food and Sex

What are the evolutionary rewards that can make the highly dan-
gerous activity of fighting worthwhile? This question touches on the age-
old philosophical and psychological enquiry into the nature of the basic
human system of motivation, needs, and desires. Numerous lists of basic
needs and desires have been put together over the centuries, more or less
casually or convincingly. The most recent ones show little if any marked
progress over the older, back to Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (Chapter 6).' In
the absence of an evolutionary perspective, these lists have always had some-
thing arbitrary and trivial about them. They lacked a unifying regulatory
rationale that would suggest why the various needs and desires came to be,
or how they related to each other. Indeed, when varying unitary ‘principles’
of human behaviour were put forward, it was mostly in this respect that they
were lacking. The splits in the psychoanalytic movement are a good
example of this. While Freud claimed that the basic human drive was sexual-
ity, Alfred Adler, following Henri Bergson and Friedrich Nietzsche, argued
that it was in fact the striving for superiority, and Karl Gustav Jung
emphasized the quest for creativity and whole-being. There was no way of
deciding, other than faith within what indeed became semi-religious
orthodox sects, why it was that this drive rather than the other one was the
‘truly’ basic one, or why in fact there should be a unitary basic drive at all.

The human motivational system is, of course, not my topic. In this book it
concerns us only in its relation to the subject of fighting. Again we start
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from the ‘human state of nature’, the 99.5 per cent of the genus Homo’s
evolutionary history in which humans lived in small kin groups as hunter—
gatherers, a timespan that is responsible for our biological inheritance. In this
‘state of nature’ people’s behaviour patterns are generally to be considered as
evolutionarily adaptive. Later in the book, we see how this evolutionary
inheritance has interacted with, and been transformed by, the staggering and
manifold human cultural development.

The causes of primitive warfare remain a puzzle in anthropology. In the
past decades, the discussion has been largely dominated by what has been
presented as a controversy between the evolutionist and an alternative, cul-
tural-materialist theory. That the controversy has taken this form is a result
of the historical development of anthropology. One of the principal theo-
retical approaches in anthropology, cultural materialism stresses people’s
desire to improve their material lot as the basis of human motivation. As
there is a very substantial grain of truth in this idea, cultural materialism has
had an obvious explanatory appeal. However, its limitations should have
been equally clear, and they were revealed, for example, in the anthropo-
logical study of war during the 1970s. Rather than hunter—gatherers, it was
primitive agriculturalists, horticulturalists, who stood at the centre of the
debate. These were the Yanomamo, living in the rain forests of the Orinoco
basin in the Brazil-Venezuela border region, and the highland peoples of
New Guinea in today’s Indonesia and Papua New Guinea. It was not clear
why these horticulturalists fought among themselves (and they did), because
there was no real sign that either the Yanomamo or some of the New
Guinea highlanders experienced agricultural land shortage. The proponents
of the materialist school thus suggested that they fought over highly valued
animal protein. With the Yanomamo, this took the form of competition
over hunting resources in the forests around their villages. In New Guinea,
the competition was allegedly over grazing grounds in the forests for
domesticated pigs. Although this interpretation had some plausibility, it did
not sit quite comfortably with all the evidence.” Indeed, as we see later,
the cultural materialists themselves began to look for complementary
explanations.

At a more fundamental level, as with other theoretical ‘systems’ such as
the psychoanalytic schools mentioned earlier, the cultural materialists never
seriously explained, never felt that there was a need to explain, their central
argument: why was it that the quest for material gains was the overriding
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motive of human action? This was simply postulated by them as a fact of life,
the way things were, in the same way that anthropology as a discipline never
asked itself what was the reason for kin solidarity (or for the incest taboo)
that anthropologists everywhere observed as fundamental features of the
societies that they studied. Furthermore, the predominance of the material-
1st argument necessitated that all other possible motives would be somehow
explained away as secondary, derivative, or disguises for the material motive.
As with the Marxist perception of a materialistic ‘infrastructure’ versus ideo-
logical ‘superstructure’, there was, again, some truth in this as well. Still, the
materialist argument often called for elaborate intellectual acrobatics, which
in extreme cases made cultural materialism famous for the most contrived
explanatory stories.’

As modern evolutionary theory, which had been evolving since the
1960s, gathered momentum in the mid-1970s, it slowly began to win atten-
tion among anthropologists. One of the first anthropologists influenced by it
was Napoleon A. Chagnon, who had already been the best-known student
of the Yanomamo. In one article (and a documentary film), he showed, for
example, how in a quarrel in a Yanomamo village people were divided
along kin lines, rushing to support their close kin in successively expanding
kin circles, as the theory of kin selection would predict. In other articles,
Chagnon argued that Yanomamo warfare, as well as their internal conflicts,
were predominantly about reproductive opportunities. In inter-village war-
fare, women were regularly raped or kidnapped for marriage, or both. Village
headmen and distinguished warriors had many wives and children, many
times more than ordinary people did. Violent feuds within the village were
chiefly caused by adultery.*

As we see later, most of these ideas were true. Unfortunately, however,
Chagnon—who in the ‘protein controversy’ wholly opposed the idea that
Yanomamo warfare involved competition over hunting territories—gave
the impression that evolutionary theory was about reproduction in the
narrow (sexual) rather than the broadest sense (for example, feeding the
offspring). His arguments have thus opened themselves to all sorts of criti-
cisms; anthropologists have anyhow exhibited considerable resistance to the
intrusion of evolutionary theory that called for a thorough re-evaluation of
accepted anthropological interpretative traditions. Many of the criticisms
levelled against Chagnon’s position have been poorly informed about the
fundamentals of evolutionary theory—for instance, one critic queried why,
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if fighting was beneficial for inclusive fitness, it was not continuous and
ubiquitous.” Repeating an error that we have already discussed, he failed to
realize that fighting, like any other behaviour, could be only one possible
tactic for inclusive fitness, depending for its success, and activation, on the
presence of specific conditions. Another cluster of often-voiced criticisms
was that it was not true that people were motivated by the desire to maxi-
mize the number of their offspring, that the widespread occurrence of
infanticide among primitive people was one example that belied this idea,
and that women were sought for economic as well as sexual purposes, as a
labour force.®

The flaws in these criticisms can be pointed out only briefly here. It is not
that people consciously ‘want’ to maximize the number of their children.
Although there is also some human desire for children and a great attach-
ment to them once they exist, it is mainly the desire for sex—Thomas
Malthus’s ‘passion’—that functions in nature as the powerful biological
proximate (intermediate) mechanism for maximizing reproduction. As
humans, and other living creatures, normally engage in sex throughout their
fertile lives, they have a vast reproductive potential, which, before effective
contraception, mainly depended for its realization on environmental con-
ditions. Infanticide typically takes place when conditions of resource scarcity
threaten the survival chances of the newborn’s elder siblings, as, for example,
of an elder nursing infant—inclusive fitness is not about maximizing oft-
spring number but about maximizing the number of surviving offspring.
The fact that women may sometimes also be valued for economic reasons is
strictly in line with evolutionary theory—people must feed, find shelter, and
protect themselves (somatic activities) in order to reproduce successtully.’

This brings us to the crux of the current anthropological controversy.
Having initially emphasized only the reproductive implications of warfare,
thus giving rise to the misguided notion among his critics that this was all
that evolutionary theory was about, Chagnon has correctly begun to stress
the complementary nature of the somatic and reproductive efforts within
this theory.® Curiously, however, he has largely undermined his own pos-
ition, and thus left the whole debate on the wrong track, by suggesting that
in doing so he has been ‘synthesizing’ the insights of evolutionary theory
with those of cultural materialism. There seemed to be a similar need for
a synthesis from the other side. Chagnon’s main protagonist in recent
years, R. Brian Ferguson, has advanced a highly elaborate and increasingly
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one-dimensional materialistic interpretation of the causes of primitive war-
fare. However, after exhausting all options for explaining away and playing
down any non-material motive, he has had to admit that some such motives
did in fact exist.” Offering, as he did, an increasingly narrow interpretation,
he, too, has called for a broadening of approach to the study of the causes
of war."” Seemingly shared by both sides, it has been a call that other
anthropologists involved in the debate could only welcome.

However, the real meaning of Chagnon’s argument was that evolutionary
theory in fact encompassed the materialist interpretation, let alone its eco-
logical counterpart—indeed, that it offered the broad explanatory rationale
for principal materialist/ecological insights. What required synthesis were
the somatic and reproductive elements in explaining war rather than the
materialist and evolutionary theories, because evolutionary theory had
always consisted of both elements. The false dichotomy of the reproductive
versus materialist debate is demonstrated by some of the debate’s strange
twists and turns. As we see later, in looking for a complement to their game
shortage hypothesis, materialists such as Marvin Harris came up with a
reproductive interpretation. On the other side, even though Chagnon has
acknowledged both the somatic and the reproductive elements of evo-
lutionary theory, he has continued to claim that with primitive people—in
general, not only with the Yanomamo—it was the reproductive rather than
the somatic reasons that were chiefly responsible for warfare.

In fact, the ‘human state of nature’ was not that different from the general
state of nature. Both somatic and reproductive struggles were an integral part
of it. Cultural diversity in human societies is stressed by social scientists and
historians for excellent reasons, but all too often to the point of losing sight
of our easily observed large core of species specificity.'" It has long been
assumed by many in these disciplines that people may be moved to action—
including fighting—for practically any reason. However, in reality, hunter—
gatherers, and other primitive societies, manifested a remarkably similar set
of reasons for fighting and remarkably similar warfare patterns, regularly
observed by field anthropologists wherever they went. It is the intricate
interactions and manifold refraction of these reasons in humans, exponen-
tially multiplied by cultural development, that are responsible for the stag-
gering wealth and complexity of our species’ behaviour patterns, including
that of fighting. As Sumner put it: the great motives that move people to
social activity—including fighting—are hunger, love, vanity, and fear of
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superior powers.'” Although I now go through the reasons for warfare
among hunter—gatherers (as observed by anthropologists) seemingly one by
one, it is not the intention here to provide yet another ‘list’ of separate
elements. Instead, I seek to show how the various ‘reasons’ come together in
an integrated motivational complex. This complex has been shaped by the
logic of evolution and natural selection for billions of years, including the
history of millions of years of our genus Homo, and of tens of thousands of
years of our species, Homo sapiens sapiens.

SUBSISTENCE RESOURCES: HUNTING
TERRITORIES, WATER,SHELTER,
RAW MATERIALS

Resource competition is a prime cause of aggression, violence, and
deadly violence in nature. The reason for this is that food, water, and, to a
lesser degree, shelter against the elements are tremendous selection forces. As
Darwin, following Malthus, explained, living organisms, including humans,
tended to propagate rapidly. Their numbers are constrained and checked
only by the limited resources of their particular ecological habitats and by all
sorts of competitors, such as conspecifics, animals of other species that have
similar consumption patterns, predators, parasites, and pathogens. "

Some anthropologists have disputed that this rationale applied to humans,
pointing out that hunter—gatherers, both recent and during the Pleistocene,
exhibited on average little if any demographic growth over long periods of
time and constantly regulated their numbers through infanticide. However,
as we have already seen, infanticide is generally used to maximize the num-
ber of surviving offspring precisely when people push against the resource
walls of their particular environment. When these environments suddenly
expand, an unusual event in nature, demographic growth is dramatic. In
recorded history, we are familiar with many such instances. Perhaps the best
known is the rapid proliferation of Old World wildlife into new territories
in the wake of the European age of discovery. Mice, rats, and rabbits, for
example, did spectacularly well in the Americas and Oceania, where their
traditional competitors were absent or weak. Humans propagated equally
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dramatically in similar circumstances. More than a million and a half years
ago, Homo erectus broke out of his original habitat in Africa and filled up
large parts of the Old World. From about 80,000 years ago Homo sapiens
sapiens repeated that process on an even wider scale. In the most famous
examples, only in the last tens of thousands of years, small groups of our
species crossed from Asia through the frozen Bering Straits into North
America, previously uninhabited by humans. In a remarkably short time,
these small groups propagated into hundreds of thousands and millions of
people, even before the introduction of agriculture, filling up the Americas
from the far north to the south. In the same way, the Pacific islands, widely
separated by thousands of kilometres of ocean, were inhabited only during
the last two millennia by small groups of east Asian people, who made the
crossing with their canoes. Again, these first settlers, in most cases probably
no more than a few dozen people on each island, rapidly filled up their new
habitats, increasing in numbers to thousands and tens of thousands.

These dramatic cases only demonstrate once more that as a rule, and
contrary to the Rousseauite belief, our Palaeolithic ancestors had no empty
spaces to move to. The human—similar to the animal—tendency for
maximizing reproduction was constantly checked by resource scarcity and
competition, mostly by conspecifics. As mentioned, this competition was
largely about nourishment, the basic and most critical somatic activity of all
living creatures, which often causes dramatic fluctuations in their numbers.
Resource competition, and conflict, are not, however, a given quantity but a
highly modulated variable. Resource competition and conflict change over
time and place in relation to the varying nature of the resources available and
of human population patterns in diverse ecological habitats.'* Human adap-
tations in different ecological environments are by far the most diverse in
nature. The basic question, then, is: what are the factors that act as the main
brakes on human populations in any particular habitat? What are the main
scarcities, stresses and hence objects of human competition? Again, the
answer to these questions is not fixed but varies considerably in relation to
the conditions.

As we saw, in extreme cases such as the mid-Canadian Arctic, where
resources were highly diffuse and human population density was very low,
resource competition and conflict barely existed. In arid and semi-arid
environments, such as those of central Australia, where human population
density was also very low, water holes were often the main cause of resource
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competition and conflict. They were obviously critical in times of drought,
when whole groups of Aborigines are recorded as having perished. For this
reason, however, there was a tendency to control them even when stress
was less pressing. Indeed, as we have seen with respect to the Walbiri
and Waringari hunter—gatherers of the mid-Australian desert recorded by
Meggitt, fighting, to the scale of ‘pitched battles’, could take place in order
to ‘occupy’ and monopolize wells."” In well-watered environments, where
there was no water shortage and hence no water competition, food often
became the chief cause of resource competition and conflict, especially at
times of stress, but also in expectation of and preparation for stress.'® As
Lourandos writes in respect of Aboriginal Australia: ‘In south-western
Victoria, competition between groups involved a wide range of natural
resources, including territory, and is recorded by many early European
observers throughout Victoria.” Despite his general abstention from the
words conflict or fighting, Lourandos’s next sentence shows that his ‘com-
petition’ also includes ‘combat’.'” Resources meant above all food. The
nature of the food in question obviously varied with the environment.
Still, it seems safe to conclude that it was predominantly meat of all sorts—
be it of land animals, birds, or fish—which was hotly contested among
hunter—gatherers.

This fact, which is simply a consequence of nutritional value, is discern-
ible throughout nature. Herbivores rarely fight over food, because the
nutritional value of grass is too low for effective monopolization. To put it in
terms of the anthropological model that relates defended territoriality and
violent competition to resource density,' the nutritional value of grass is
simply too ‘diffuse’ to make the effort to monopolize it cost-effective.
Fruit, roots, seeds, and some plants are considerably more nutritious than
grass and are often the object of competition and fighting, among both
animals and humans. Meat, however, represents the most concentrated
nutritional value in nature and is the object of the most intense competition.
Animals may defend territories to monopolize mates or food, or both. The
higher the nutritional value of their food, the more the food element of
territorial behaviour would be present in addition to the reproductive elem-
ent. At the top of the food chain, meat eaters would not only defend their
hunting territories against conspecifics; whenever they had the opportunity,
they would also act against predators from other species to weed out com-
petitors. Lions, for example, have been observed to kill leopard and hyena
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cubs whenever they could find them. Game resources are the principal
factor determining predators’ spacing out in nature.

Indeed, before and during the ‘protein controversy’, game resources have
been consistently shown in a series of studies to play a similar role across a
whole range of primitive human societies examined. Chagnon was right
that there were other, and perhaps even more important, (reproductive)
reasons for Yanomamo warfare, but he was wrong in claiming that game
competition was not a reason at all. As his protagonists reminded him, he
himself had noted that ‘game animals are not abundant, and an area is rapidly
hunted out’. His protagonists accepted that the Yanomamo suffered from no
‘protein deficiency’, but they pointed out that the minimum levels of con-
sumption achieved were secured only by a static population level, kept static
by, among other things, the high mortality rates in fighting recorded among
the Yanomamo, as well as among other primitive peoples. A rise in human
population level would easily be translated into game depletion,'” hence the
inherent state of competition and conflict between the human hunters.
Alien hunters would naturally be regarded as competitors and encounter
animosity. Indeed, in environments where game were highly concentrated
and unevenly spread, food competition and conflict would be the most
intense. As we saw in both northern and southern Australia and in the
American north-west, prime concentrations of fish, birds, and other wildlife,
such as river mouths, were far superior to ordinary stretches of beach or
river shore, let alone inland territories. Violent clashes, brought about by
hunting forays and population movements, were commonplace, undoubt-
edly becoming more intense when hunger and starvation loomed. According
to one comparative study, territory changed hands among hunter—gatherers
up to a rate of five to ten per cent per generation.” Things were further
complicated in instances where the vital concentrations of game were geo-
graphically mobile rather than more or less static. Migration routes of bison
(buftalo) herds on the North American Great Plains were changing and
difficult to predict. Hunting in other tribes’ territories thus became neces-
sary from time to time, often resulting in warfare.”’ Upper Palaeolithic
hunters of large game in Europe, from France to Ukraine, may have
exhibited similar patterns to the American Indian bison hunters.

The main point of all this is that resource competition and conflict
existed in most hunter—gatherer societies. But how significant they were,
how they ranked in comparison with other possible reasons for conflict, and
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what resource specifically was mostly in conflict depended on the particular
conditions of the human and natural environment in question. Scarcities
and stresses, and hence the causes and occurrence of conflict, varied. The
concept of territoriality, which was brought to the fore in the 1960s by
Ardrey, Lorenz, and Tinbergen, ought to be looked at in this light. Similar
to aggression, territoriality is not a blind instinct. It is subservient to the
evolutionary calculus, especially in humans, whose habitats are so diverse.
Among hunter—gatherers, territories varied dramatically in size—territorial
behaviour itself could gain or lose in significance—in direct relation to the
resources and resource competition. The same applies to population density,
another popular explanation in the 1960s for violence. In other than the
most extreme cases, it is mainly in relation to resource scarcity, and hence as
a factor in resource competition, that population density would function as
a trigger for fighting. Otherwise, Tokyo and the Netherlands would have
been among the most violent places on earth.*

In conclusion, let us understand more closely the evolutionary calculation
that can make the highly dangerous activity of fighting over resources worth-
while. In our societies of plenty, it might be difficult to comprehend how
precarious people’s subsistence in pre-modern societies was (and still is).
The spectre of hunger and starvation always loomed over their heads. Affect-
ing both mortality and reproduction (the latter through human sexual appe-
tite and women’s fertility), it constantly, in varying degrees, trimmed down
their numbers, acting in combination with disease. Thus, struggle over
resources was very often evolutionarily cost-effective. The benefits of fight-
ing must also be matched against possible alternatives (other than starvation).
One of them was to break contact and move elsewhere. This, of course,
often happened, especially if one’s enemy was much stronger, but this strat-
egy had clear limitations. As already noted, by and large, there were no
‘empty spaces’ for people to move to. In the first place, space is not even and
the best, most productive, habitats were normally already taken. One could
be forced out to less hospitable environments, which may also have been
earlier populated by other less fortunate people. Indeed, finding empty
niches required exploration, which again might involve violent encounters
with other human groups. Furthermore, a move meant leaving the group’s
own habitat, with the resources and dangers of which the group’s members
were intimately familiar, and travelling into uncharted environments. For
hunter—gatherers, such a change could involve heavy penalties. Moreover,
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giving in to pressure from outside might establish a pattern of victimization.
Encouraged by their success, the alien group might repeat and even increase
its pressure. A strategy of conflict, therefore, concerns not only the object
currently in dispute but also the whole pattern of future relations. Standing
up for one’s own might in fact mean lessening the occurrence of conflict in
the future. No less so, and perhaps more, than actual fighting, conflict is
about deterrence. The spectacular nature of the activity of fighting had
largely obscured this fact before the nuclear age.

Having discussed the possible benefits and alternatives of fighting, deter-
rence brings us to its costs. Conflict would become an evolutionarily more
attractive strategy if those who resort to it lower their risk of serious bodily
harm and death. Consequently, displays of strength and threats of aggressive
behaviour are the most widely used weapons in conflict, among both ani-
mals and humans. It is the state of mutual apprehension and armed surveil-
lance—more than the spates of active fighting which, of course, establish this
pattern of relations—that is the norm among human groups. Furthermore,
when humans, and animals, do resort to deadly violence, they mostly do so
under conditions in which the odds are greatly tilted in their favour. As we
see later, it is not the open pitched battle but the raid and ambush that
characterize primitive warfare and constitute its most deadly forms. People,
however, were at the receiving, as well as the inflicting, end of these asym-
metrical forms of fighting. Thus mortality rates in hunter—gatherers’ warfare
were still very substantial, higher than in any modern society.

Animals are important not only for their meat but also as a source of hides
and furs for clothing in cool climates, and of bone, horn, and other materials
for tools. Other vital raw materials for making tools include flint and obsid-
ian (volcanic glass). There are also luxury, prestige, and exotic goods such as
pigments (ochre), ivory, and feathers, the evolutionary value of which is
discussed later. In most cases, these raw materials may not in themselves be
scarce among hunter—gatherers, in the sense that there may be enough of
them in the environment for all. Nevertheless, as we saw in Australia, they
may still lead to violent conflict. As at least some of these items might be
unevenly spread, the nearby inhabitants often tried to monopolize them
for trade purposes. Furthermore, crossing group boundaries to obtain raw
materials might also carry the risk of violent confrontation because of the
state of conflict and mutual apprehension over other things that might
prevail among human groups. In the evolutionarily shaped motivational
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complex that may lead to conflict, the elements are mixed, intertwined, and
mutually affected.

REPRODUCTION

The struggle for reproduction is about access to sexual partners of
reproductive potential. There is a fundamental asymmetry here between
males and females, which runs throughout nature. Females invest a great deal
more in carrying and rearing the fertilized eggs, and often also the offspring
that come out of them. Their reproductive potential is limited by this heavy
logistical burden, because they can carry and rear only a limited number of
fertilized eggs or offspring at one time and, hence, in a lifetime. In optimal
natural conditions, human females, for instance, can give birth to more than
20 children, but more realistically to between a half and a quarter that
number. Thus, although sufficient sexual activity is necessary for maximizing
temale conception, increasing the number of sex partners is not. At any time,
a female can be fertilized only once. Consequently, evolutionarily speaking,
she must take care to make the best of it. It is quality rather than quantity
that she seeks. What she requires is that the male who fertilizes her should be
the best that she can find. Hence, she must be choosy. She must select the
male who looks the best equipped for survival and reproduction, so that
he imparts his genes, and his qualities, to the offspring. In those species,
similar to the human, where the male also contributes to the raising of
the offspring, his skills as a provider and his loyalty are other crucial
considerations.

In contrast to the female, a male has theoretically almost no limit to the
number of offspring that he can have. He can fertilize an indefinite number
of females, thus multiplying his own genes in the next generations. The
male’s reproductive capacity increases in direct relation to the number of his
sex partners, whereas the female’s does not. In real life, the sexually most
successful human males, for example, can have, indeed often had, scores of
children. The main brake on male sexual success is competition from other
males.

All this, of course, is only an abstract. Around this rationale, sexual strat-
egies in nature are highly diverse and have many nuances.” Some species are
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highly polygynous. In many social animals, the leading male monopolizes all
the females in the group. Fighting among the males for control over the
harem is most intense and for good reason: the evolutionary stakes are the
highest. In many species, especially among herbivores, access to females is
practically the only reason for intraspecific fighting. The more polygynous a
species, the greater would be the size difference between males and females
(sexual dimorphism), because males would be selected for size and ferocity.
Among the apes, the highly polygynous gorilla is the best example of this.
Males of many non-social species also fight among themselves for any sexu-
ally receptive female that they encounter. Not all species, however, are
highly polygynous. Access to females can be more evenly spread, all the way
down to pair monogamy. However, although monogamy reduces, it by no
means terminates, male competition. In monogamous systems, the quality of
the female partner also gains significance. If the male is restricted to one
partner, it becomes highly important for him as well to choose the partner
with the best reproductive qualities that he can get: young, healthy and
optimally built for bearing offspring—that is, in sexual parlance, the most
attractive female.

Where do humans stand on this scale? The need to take care of very
slowly maturing offspring, which requires sustained investment by both
parents, turns humans in the monogamous direction, to pair bonding. As
we saw, this in itself significantly reduces male competition and violence,
because reproductive opportunities are more equally spread. Competition
over the best female partners remains, however. Furthermore, humans, and
men in particular, are not strictly monogamous. In the first place, men
would tend to have more than one wife when they can. Only a minority
can, however. Although in most known human societies, including those of
hunter—gatherers, polygyny was legitimate, only a few, select, well-to-do
men in these societies were able to support, and thus have, the extra wives
and children. Second, in addition to official or unofficial wives, men would
tend to search for extramarital sexual liaisons with other women, married or
unmarried. On the man’s part, this infidelity is—evolutionarily speaking—a
strategy intended to increase his reproductive success by gaining a chance to
fertilize more women. On the ‘other woman’s’ part, if she is unmarried, an
affair might be her only chance of a sexual relationship, or an opportunity
for a relationship with a successful man (attractive and supporting). For a
married woman as well, an affair might be an opportunity for a relationship
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with a better-quality man than the one she has, promise extra care and
support, or provide insurance against marriage failure.

Again, this is only an abstract, because the ‘battle of the sexes” and sexual
infidelity are not our subject. But, indeed, how does all this affect human
violent conflict and fighting? The evidence across the range of hunter—
gatherer peoples (and that of primitive agriculturalists) tells the same story.
Within the tribe, women-related quarrels, violence, so-called blood feuds,
and homicide were rife, often as the principal category of violence. Some
incidents were caused by suitors’ competition, some by women’s abduction
and forced sex, some by broken promises of marriage, and most, perhaps, by
jealous husbands over suspicion of wives’ infidelity. Between tribes, the
picture is not very different, and is equally uniform. Warfare regularly
involved stealing of women, who were then subjected to multiple rape, or
taken for marriage, or both. Indeed, the story of Moses’ command to the
Children of Israel to kill all the Midianites except for the virgin women
who could be taken (Numbers 31.17-18) typifies victors’ conduct through-
out history: kill the men, rape the women, and take the most young and
beautiful as war trophies. If women could not be taken because of the
enemy’s opposition, or because of domestic opposition at home, they would
often be killed like the men and children, in order to decrease the numbers
of the enemy.

So hunter—gatherers’ warfare commonly involved the stealing and raping
of women; but was it about women? Was the stealing and raping of
women the cause or a side effect of hunter—gatherers’ warfare? In recent
anthropological literature, this question was posed by Ferguson in respect of
Yanomamo warfare. Ferguson, who holds that warfare is caused by material
reasons, has disputed Chagnon’s claim that the Yanomamo fought primarily
for women. Chagnon, for his part, dismissed the materialist position, enlist-
ing the testimony of Yanomamo men who had told him, amused: ‘Even
though we like meat, we like women a whole lot more!” However, even
Chagnon wavered on occasions about whether Yanomamo warfare was
really about women.**

The Yanomamo are hunters and horticulturalists rather than pure
hunter—gatherers. However, the fundamental question in dispute is relevant
to pure hunter—gatherers as well. As indicated, I think that this question is in
fact pointless and has repeatedly bemused scholars and led them to a dead
end. It artificially takes out and isolates one element from the wholeness of
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the human motivational complex that may lead to warfare, losing sight of
the overall rationale that underpins these elements. It is as though one were
to ask what is ‘really’ the thing people are after in going to the supermarket:
bread, meat, or cheese. In fact it is only in specific cases that the question of
the more prominent motive becomes meaningful.” In the evolution-shaped
‘human state of nature’, the human motivational complex consists of varying
mixtures of the particular scarcities for which people in any given society
may resort to violent competition. Both somatic and reproductive elements
may be present with humans; moreover, both these elements are intercon-
nected and they give rise, in turn, to other elements, which are discussed
later. Among hunter—gatherers, women were often a strong motive for war-
fare, frequently the main motive, but rarely the only one. Again, women are
such a prominent motive because reproductive opportunities are a very
strong selective force indeed.

The continent-size Australian laboratory of simple hunter—gatherers is,
once more, an unmatched source of data, already cited in this connection
as an example by Darwin (and in Chapter 3 above).** According to the
Englishman William Buckley, who lived with the Aborigines from 1803 to
1835, most of the frequent fighting and killing among them:

were occasioned by the women having been taken away from one tribe to
another; which was of frequent occurrence. At other times they were caused
by the women willingly leaving their husbands, and joining other men. . . .
[T]hese dear creatures were at the bottom of every mischief.”’

In the isolated Tasmania, the natives reported similar reasons for the
endemic fighting, territorial segregation, and mutual apprehension that pre-
vailed among their groups. Food could become scarce in the winters, but
women were the main cause of feuding and fighting.”®

Polygyny was a significant factor in many places. It was legitimate among
all the Aborigine tribes of Australia and highly desired by the men. However,
comparative studies among the tribes show that men with only one wife
comprised the largest category among married men, often the majority.
Men with two wives comprised the second largest category. The percentage
of men with three or more wives fell sharply, to around 10—15 per cent of all
married men, with the figures declining with every extra wife.”” To how
many wives could the most successful men aspire? There was a significant
environmental variation here. In the arid central desert, four, five, or six
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wives were the top. Five or six was also the top figure mentioned by Buckley
for the Aborigines living in the region of Port Philip (Melbourne) in the
south-east in the early nineteenth century. However, in the richer and more
productive parts of Arnhem Land and nearby islands in the north, a few men
could have as many as 10-12 wives, and in some places, in the most extreme
cases, even double that number. There was a direct correlation of resource
density, resource accumulation and monopolization, social ranking, and
polygyny.” Naturally, the increase in the number of a man’s wives gener-
ally correlated with his reproduction rate (number of children). Statistics for
the Aborigines are scarce.”’ However, among the Xavante horticulturalists
of Brazil, for example, 16 of the 37 men in one village (74 of 184 accord-
ing to a larger survey) had more than one wife. The chief had five, more
than any other man. He fathered 23 surviving offspring who constituted
25 per cent of the surviving offspring in that generation. Shinbone, a most
successful Yanomamo man, had 43 children. His brothers were also highly
successful, so Shinbone’s father had 14 children, 143 grandchildren, 335
great-grandchildren, and 401 great-great-grandchildren, at the time of the
research.”

The same applied to hunter—gatherers. The leaders of the Aka Pygmies
were found to be more than twice as polygynous as ordinary people, and to
father more children.” As we saw, resource scarcity reduced social differen-
tiation, including in marriage, but did not eliminate it. Among the !Kung of
the arid Kalahari Desert, polygyny was much more limited, but five per cent
of married men still had two wives.”* Women-related feuds were the main
cause of homicide among them. The natives of the American north-west
coast and Arctic, our other great microcosm of hunter—gatherer peoples,
demonstrate the same trend. In the extremely harsh conditions of the mid-
Canadian Arctic, where resources were scarce and diffuse, fighting over
resources barely existed. As a result of the resource scarcity, marriages
among the native Eskimos were also predominantly monogamous. One
study registered only 3 polygynies of 61 marriages. Still, wife stealing was
widespread, and probably the main cause of homicide and ‘blood
feuds’ among the Eskimos.” ‘A stranger in the camp, particularly if he was
travelling with his wife, could become easy prey to the local people. He
might be killed by any camp fellow in need of a woman.” Among the
Eskimos of the more densely populated Alaskan coast, abduction of women
was a principal cause of warfare. Polygyny, too, was more common among
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them, although restricted to the few.”® Strong Ingalik (‘big men’) often had a
second wife, and ‘there was a fellow who had five wives at one time and
seven at another. This man was a great fighter and had obtained his women
by raiding’.”’

As discussed in Chapter 3, the resource-rich environment of the north-
west coast accentuated resource competition and social ranking. Conflict
over resources was therefore intense. However, resource competition was
not disassociated from reproduction, but constituted, in fact, an integral
whole with it. Typically, women are not even mentioned in Ferguson’s
elaborate materialist study of north-west coast Indian warfare. Nevertheless,
they were there. Most natives of the north-west coast were monogamous.
However, the rich, strong, and powerful were mostly polygynous. The num-
ber of wives varied from tribe to tribe, but ‘a number’ or ‘several’ is nor-
mally quoted, and up to 20 wives are mentioned in one case. The household
of such successful men is repeatedly described as having been very substan-
tial and impressive indeed. Furthermore, as is universally the case, the mainly
female slaves taken in the raids and working for their captors also shared
their masters’ bed.”

After all, what was the reason that more resources and more prestigious
goods were desired and accumulated by the natives, most successfully by the
chiefs and ‘big men’? For somatic reasons, to be sure—that is, above all, in
order to feed, clothe, and dwell as well as they could, but also to feed,
clothe, and house larger families, with more wives and more children, and to
demonstrate their ability to do so in advance, in order to rank as worthy of
the extra wives. Competition over women can lead to warfare indirectly as
well as directly. Conflict over resources was at least partly conflict over the
ability to acquire and support women and children. Brian Hayden has
advanced an anthropological model whereby simple resources in resource-
rich societies are accumulated and converted to luxury items in an intensi-
fied competition for status, prestige, and power.” He could add women to
the list of converted goods. Resources, reproduction, and, as we see later,
status, are interconnected and interchangeable in the evolution-shaped
complex that motivates people. Resources are convertible to more and
‘better’ women. In some fortunate cases—as with mass and energy in
Einstein’s equations—the opposite is also true, and women generate
resources that are greater than those that they and the children require from
the husband. With the Indians of the Great Plains, for instance, the many
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women of the chiefs and ‘big men’ produced decorated robes for the white
man’s trade.* Finally, both resources and women contributed to status,
which in turn was likely to increase one’s access to resources and matri-
monial opportunities. The explanation for their wars that M. J. Meggitt
recorded from the Mae Enga horticulturalists of New Guinea highlands ties
all these elements together wonderfully:

A clan that lacks sufficient land cannot produce enough of the crops and the
pigs needed to obtain the wives who are to bear future warriors to guard its
domains and daughters whose brideprice will secure mates for their
‘brothers’. . . . And without wives, how can this clan tend its gardens and pigs?
How can we contribute to exchange of pigs to attract military and economic
support in times of trouble? Therefore, men say, a clan has no choice but to
use all means at its command to acquire more land as quickly as possible, or it
will have a short life.*'

Polygyny among the Enga was ‘the ideal’, practised, according to one
sample, by 17.2 per cent of the men. Among another highlands tribe, the
Goilala, it amounted to 12 per cent of the men (16 per cent of the married
men), with some men having as many as four wives. With them as well,
marriages were an interrelated complex, comprising sexual, economic, and
alliance aspects.*

As mentioned earlier, wealth, status, matrimonial success, and power were
similarly interconnected among the ‘big men’ of northern Australia.* The
same pattern applied to the ‘big men’ (umialik) of the Eskimo hunter—
gatherers of the Alaskan coast:

In case of a theft the umialik, as the man with the most material goods, was
likely to have been the victim. If he had more than one wife, his ties of blood
and marriage were greater than those of others, and he could depend on
many persons for support. Furthermore, by being an umialik he was a person
whose opinions the others respected.*

A positive feedback loop mechanism was in operation. Chagnon has
shown one way in which this mechanism worked with the Yanomamo, and
[an Keen, an authority on Aborigines’ marriage, has independently detected
the same pattern among the Australian hunter—gatherers. Clan growth
depended on reproductive success. Now, the largest clans in a tribe, those
comprising more siblings and cousins, acted, as always, on the principle
of kin solidarity vis-a-vis the rest of the tribe. They moved on to increase
their advantage by controlling leadership positions, resources, and marriage
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opportunities at the expense of the others. As a result, large clans tended
to dominate a tribe, politically and demographically, over time. The
Yanomamo Shinbone family, mentioned above, grew into several villages
within a few generations.” The notion that there is a self- and mutually
reinforcing tendency that works in favour of the rich, mighty, and successtul,
facilitating their access to the ‘good things of life’, goes back a long way. The
idea that ‘the rich get richer’ is valid in a much wider sense. To succeed, a
man had to have as many as possible of the following qualifications: he had
to be a good provider (hunter), strong, socially (‘politically’) astute, and
come from a large (‘good’) family.

Polygyny greatly exacerbated women’s scarcity and direct and indirect
male competition and conflict over them. Indeed, a cross-cultural study has
found polygyny to be one of the most distinctive correlates that there is of
feuding and internal warfare.* There is another factor contributing to
women’s scarcity and male competition. In all hunter—gatherer (and agri-
cultural) societies, female infanticide is regularly practised. Parents prefer
boys who can hunt (or work in the fields) and protect. Infanticide is often
covert and attributed to accidents, but census statistics of pre-industrial
societies tell an unmistakable story. Although the number of male and
female babies should be nearly equal at birth (105:100 in favour of boys),
there are many more boys than girls in childhood. Surveys of hundreds of
different communities from over 100 different cultures (of which about a
fifth were hunter—gatherers) has shown that juvenile sex ratios averaged
127:100 in favour of boys, with an even higher rate in some societies. The
Eskimos are one of the most extreme cases. Their harsh environment
made them wholly dependent on male hunting, whereas female foraging
played a greater economic role in milder climates. Thus, female infanti-
cide was particularly widespread among them. They registered child-
hood sex ratios of 150:100 and even 200:100 in favour of boys. No wonder
then that the Eskimos experienced such a high homicide rate over women,
even though polygyny barely existed among them. Among Australian Abo-
riginal tribes childhood ratios of 125:100 and even 138:100 in favour of
boys were recorded. The Orinoco and Amazonian basin hunters and horti-
culturalists have been closely studied. Their childhood boy ratio to every
100 girls is: Yanomamo 129 (140 for the first two years of life), Xavante 124,
Peruvian Cashinahua 148. In Fiji the figure was 133. In tribal Montenegro
it was estimated at 160. Although the evidence is naturally weaker, similar
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ratios in favour of males have been found among the skeletons of adult
Middle and Upper Palaeolithic hunter—gatherers, indicating a similar prac-
tice of female infanticide that may go back hundreds of thousands of
years."

Polygyny and female infanticide thus created a scarcity of women and
increased men’s competition for them. How was this competition resolved?
This was partly by peaceful, albeit still oppressive, means. Although a study
of the Walbiri Aborigines shows that no men were excluded from marriage
altogether,* things may have been different for a small minority of marginal-
ized men in more ranked hunter—gatherer societies. Furthermore, in all
primitive societies females were married at puberty, whereas most males
married in their late 20s or even 30s. This 10- to 15-year difference in
matrimonial age between men and women helped a great deal to offset the
sex imbalance. In addition, males were victims of hunting accidents (and
boys have always been and continue to be more prone to accidental death in
risky games than girls), although this may have been partly offset by female
deaths in giving birth. Finally, however, there was also open conflict: male
death in feuding and warfare.

The correlation of male violent death and women’s scarcity was first
pointed out by Warner in his study of the north Australian Murngin,
and later independently rediscovered and greatly elaborated by Divale and
Harris.*” Among the Yanomamo, for instance, and they can be regarded as
representative in this respect: about 15 per cent of the adults die as a result of
inter- and intragroup violence. The division of violent death between males
and females is very uneven, however. The figure for the males is 24 per cent
versus 7 per cent for the females.”” The Plains Indians showed a deficit of
50 per cent for the adult males in the Blackfoot tribe in 1805 and 33 per
cent in 1858, whereas during the reservation period the sex ratio rapidly
approached 50:50.>" Although the Yanomamo are dubbed the ‘fierce
people’ and the Plains Indians held a similar reputation, much the same
applies to the !Kung Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert, popularly regarded as
a model ‘peaceful’ society. Anthropologist Richard Lee, who contributed to
the creation of this popular impression, nevertheless reports that in his study
area in the period 1963-9, there were 22 cases of homicide; 19 of the victims
were males, as were all of the 25 killers.*

In this way, as statistical studies show, male and female numbers in primi-
tive societies—highly tilted in favour of males in childhood—tend to level
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out in adulthood. Violent conflict is thus one of the principal means
through which competition over women is both expressed and resolved.
Furthermore, as Divale and Harris have shown, there is a vicious circle here:
in societies that lived under the constant threat and eventuality of violence,
families’ preference for males who would protect them increased. Families’
choices thus further reinforced the scarcity of women and male competition
and violence connected with them, even though, from the social perspec-
tive, more females would have reduced both. Thus conflict and violence fed
partly on themselves. As is often the case, the rational choice of each family
when left to its own devices conflicted with the common good. The only
solution to such ‘prisoners’ dilemmas’, as they are called, is from above.
Remarkably, it has been shown that in those primitive societies on which
modern states enforced internal and external peace, female infanticide, as
measured by juvenile sex ratios, declined substantially.”> However, to take
caution, there is another factor that was not noted by Divale and Harris: in
all probability, the state’s sanction itself may have deterred and decreased
infanticide.

As mentioned earlier,among the victims of male competition for women
are the young adult males, who are obliged to postpone marriage for quite a
long time. This universal and probably very old trend among primitive
human communities has some interesting evolutionary consequences. Men
reach sexual maturity at an older age than women, which is quite the
opposite from what we would expect in view of the fact that man’s repro-
ductive role and reproductive organs involve a much lighter physical burden
than the woman’s. The main reason for this later male maturation seems to
be male competition. Men are given a few more years to grow up and gain
strength before being exposed to potential violent conflict.”* Another
consequence of young adult males’ sexual deprivation is their marked rest-
lessness, risk-taking behaviour, and belligerency. This has been a highly
observable feature in all societies. Young adult males are simply ‘pro-
grammed’ for greater risk taking, because their matrimonial status quo is
evolutionarily highly unsatisfactory. They still have to conquer their place in
life. They have thus always been the most natural recruits for violent action
and war. Male murder rates peak in both London and Detroit (although 40
times higher in the latter) at the age of 25.”° Indeed, more mature males,
already in possession of women and children, are naturally ‘programmed’ to
adopt more conservative, ‘safer’, behavioural strategies.
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INTERLUDE: MAN THE BEAST?

It would appear that up till now I have been a little vague about
something. I have generally discussed ‘humans’ and ‘human warfare’, where
perhaps I should have more accurately referred to men. From earliest times
and throughout history, fighting has been associated with men. Cross-
cultural studies of male/female difference have found serious violence as the
most distinctive sex difference that there is, except, of course, for child
bearing itself. Is that a matter of education and social conventions, or are
men naturally far more adapted to fighting than women? This question has
much contemporary relevance and is at the centre of a heated public debate
about women’s equality in modern society: can and should women nowadays
enlist in combat roles in the armed services?

The first obvious and generally controversy-free, fighting-related differ-
ence between men and women is that of physical strength. Men are con-
siderably stronger than women, on average, of course, and all the following
data are on average. To begin with, men are bigger than women. They are
about nine per cent taller and proportionately heavier. Even these facts do
not tell the whole story, because in muscle and bone mass men’s advantage
is bigger still. Relative to body weight, men are more muscular and bony,
with the main difference concentrated in the arms, chest and shoulders. Fat
comprises only 15 per cent of their body weight, compared with 27 per cent
in women. As athletic results and repeated tests show, men’s biggest physical
advantage is in strength. Although they are less flexible than women, only
about 10 per cent faster, and have a 4:3 advantage in aerobic capacity, they
are doubly as strong as women (except for the legs, where the ratio is again
4:3 in favour of men).”® As throughout human history fighting has been a
trial of force, this sex difference has been crucial.

Anatomy is not everything, however. As mentioned, the quoted data are
average. It in fact comprises a wide range within each sex, and there is
obviously some overlap between the scales of the two sexes. Some women
are stronger than or as strong as some men. There is, however, another sex
difference to consider. Are men by nature mentally more aggressive than
women, especially being more predisposed to violence and, even more, to
serious violence? Are the minds as well as the bodies of males and females
different? This is a highly charged topic in the contemporary debate. Tabula
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rasa liberals and feminists during the 1960s and early 1970s believed that,
apart from obvious physical differences, men and women were the same. All
other differences were attributed to education and social conventions.”’
Over time, however, as more and more women entered the ‘man’s world’ in
the workplace and all other walks of social life, many later-generation femi-
nists have come to a different position. They have come to feel that the ‘man’s
world” was exactly that—very much structured to fit the needs, aims, and
norms that were peculiarly male. They have felt that mere equality of access
to male-structured domains was unsatisfying for women.

Gender attitudes to sex are one of the most interesting cases in point. One
of the greatest achievements of the sexual revolution of the 1960s was that
women in the west have earned the right to much the same freedom in
sexual relations as men had always enjoyed. Soon, however, women dis-
covered that they did not want to exercise that freedom in quite the same
way as men. Thus, although latter-day feminists have continued to seek
equality and opportunity, many of them now feel that these mean freedom
to behave in greater harmony with women’s own particular needs and aims,
and, wherever necessary, change the world in that direction. Interestingly,
it has now been feminists, not only male chauvinists, who have stressed
women’s qualities versus men’s. Indeed, feminists have charged that it was
peculiarly male tendencies, such as overcompetitiveness, emotional cold-
ness, faulty communication, and aggressiveness, that were responsible for
many, if not most, of this world’s ills, including war.”®

Those feminists may claim some support from the scientific research of
human biology, which earlier had all too often been somehow regarded
impatiently as irrelevant to the debate. The whole trend of recent scientific
research has stressed sex differences in the mind as well as the body. In this
chapter, we have already referred to the biological explanation for the differ-
ing sexual attitudes of men and women, but scientists have discovered many
more differences. Repeated cognitive studies have revealed, on average, male
advantage in spatial orientation, which might also explain the persistently
recorded male advantage in mathematics, especially at the very highest
levels. Women have recorded better in spatial attention to detail and spatial
memory, verbal skills, and judging other people’s moods and complex
human situations—the famous ‘female intuition’. These difterences have
long been attributed solely to education and social expectations, but the
great changes in social attitudes that have taken place in the last generation
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seem not to have altered them much. Indeed, one of the ‘hardest’ sciences of
them all, brain research, has yielded significant sex differences. Cognitive
studies, aided by brain scanning, have revealed that men and women in fact
use different parts of their brains in coping with various cognitive tasks.
Furthermore, whereas the right and left hemispheres of a man’s brain are
much more specialized, those of women operate in greater co-operation,
and the corpus callosum connecting them is larger. Not only are the bodies
of women and men structured somewhat differently but also that particular
organ of their bodies, the brain, and hence their minds.

The architect of these different structures is our genes, and their agent
is the sex hormones, particularly the famous male hormone, testosterone.
Scientists have found that its presence begins to structure the male as differ-
ent from the female right from the start, from the very beginning of the
fetus’s evolution in the uterus (biologically, the original form is the female).
Male and female differences in identity are already largely shaped at birth,
and behavioural differences between the sexes are recorded very early,
before social conditioning can play an effective role. Crudely put, baby girls
are more interested in people, whereas baby boys are more interested in
things. Later on, despite the great changes that have taken place in edu-
cational patterns and the efforts of conscientious parents, boys and girls show
differences in play preferences, with the boys much more inclined to com-
petitive, rough and tumble, aggressive games and toys. Females also produce
testosterone, only much less than males. In addition, some divergences from
testosterone norms have occurred as a result of natural reasons (which pro-
duce identified medical syndromes) and owing to chemical influences
caused, for example, by medication. It has been found that so-called tom-
boy behaviour in girls correlated closely with higher levels of testosterone.
On the other side, low testosterone levels in males result in unassertive and
‘feminine’ behaviour, whereas the highest levels of testosterone to which
men are exposed during adolescence result in extra aggressiveness.” Trad-
itional human insight, embodied in such concepts as the Chinese yin and
yang, has been found to be not that far oft the mark.

Perpetration of serious violence and crime is in fact the most distinctive
sex difference there is, cross-culturally. As mentioned earlier, among the
'Kung Bushmen, all of the 22 killings registered in 1963—9 were committed
by men. Of 34 cases of bodily assaul, all but one were committed by men.®
In the USA, males comprise 83 per cent of murderers, a similar share of
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those committing aggravated assault, 93 per cent of drunken drivers and
about the same percentage of armed robbers. Even though murder rates
diverge widely in other parts of the world, the woman/man split remains
roughly the same in favour of men. Furthermore, even that sharp split does
not tell the whole story.”" The actual split is sharper still, because much of
the serious female violence and murder comes in response to male violence

or under male leadership. Thus, as a comprehensive survey reveals:

Crime statistics from Australia, Botswana, Brazil, Canada, Denmark, England
and Wales, Germany, Iceland, India, Kenya, Mexico, Nigeria, Scotland,
Uganda, a dozen different locations in the United States, and Zaire, as well as
from thirteenth- and fourteenth-century England and nineteenth-century
America—from hunter—gatherer communities, tribal societies, and medieval
and modern nation-states—all uncover the same fundamental pattern. In all
these societies, with a single exception, the probability that the same-sex
murder has been committed by a man, not a woman, ranges from 92 to 100
percent.®

This brings us to the nature of women’s aggression and violence. Women
can also be aggressive. However, their aggressiveness is much less channelled
to physical violence than men’s aggressiveness is, and even less to serious
physical violence. Typically, women resort to serious violence in two cases:
when the danger comes close to home—in desperate defence against an
acute threat to themselves and their children; or to harm the ‘other woman’
in rivalry over a man. Furthermore,in comparison with men’s violent aggres-
sion, that of women tends to be non-physical, indirect, and anonymous.*
What is the source of this most distinctive sex difference in serious vio-
lence? Again, the biological explanation is clear and was first elaborated by
Darwin.®* Both the bodies and minds of women and men have been sub-
jected to somewhat different evolutionary pressures during the millions of
years of human evolution. These pressures have been most different where
sex specialization and diverging reproductive roles have been most involved.
As scholars have pointed out, precisely because in humans both parents
invest in child rearing, sex specialization/division of labour became more
possible than in some other animal species, including our closest relatives,
the chimpanzees. In evolutionary terms, women specialized in child bearing
and rearing and in foraging close to the home base, whereas men specialized
in long-distance hunting and in the struggle to acquire and defend women
and children, specializations that required, among other things, force and
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ferocity. Indeed, the difference was more than occupational. Not only did
men compete for women both inside and outside the group, but, in case of a
threat to the children, the father, although also highly significant for the
children’s provision, was more expendable than the mother in this respect.
For this reason as well, the men formed the group’s main line of defence,
while the women covered the children to the best of their abilities. Moreover,
Palaeolithic men were of no use to the enemy. For them, the options were
either running away or fighting to the finish. By contrast, women were
themselves a resource in competition. They had better chances than the
men did to survive the day by submitting, conforming, co-operating, and
manipulating. Both the capabilities and evolutionary strategies of men
and women, capabilities and strategies that were of course interconnected
and mutually reinforcing, made men much more predisposed to fighting
than women.

But do environmental influences, most notably education and social
norms, not count at all? Do genes not always interact with culture? Obvi-
ously, environmental influences matter a great deal and are responsible for a
wide diversity of cultural norms. However, contrary to the fashion in much
of the gender studies, cultural norms are not infinitely flexible and wholly
relative. As a rule, cultural norms play, and diverge, along a scale set by our
inborn dispositions. (Needless to say, the subject is extremely complex and,
as we see later, it becomes even more complex with the new opportunities,
interactions, and tensions created by accelerated cultural evolution.) The
fact remains that among hunter—gatherers, in the ‘human state of nature’,
women'’s participation in warfare was extremely marginal. Even more than
hunting, in which women also marginally engaged in a few societies, fight-
ing was a male preserve and the most marked sex difference. Indeed, in this
case, it can certainly be said that among hunter—gatherers social norms
reinforced inborn dispositions. Even if some women were physically and
mentally capable of participating in a warriors’ group, this very rarely hap-
pened. The ‘culture of war’ and the ‘bond of brotherhood” within the
warriors’ group were famously cultivated among the men. As mentioned
earlier, the local groups in the human state of nature were literally com-
posed of brethren. Furthermore, women were to be defended rather than
interfere with the warriors” group cohesion by the powerful forces of sexual
distraction.”

This does not mean that women had no role in warfare. In most cases
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they, too, had very high stakes in what the men were fighting for, or at the
very least in their men themselves.*® Thus women in primitive warfare often
accompanied the men to battle and took part in it as cheerers and providers
of auxiliary services, such as the gathering and re-supply of used arrows and
spears. As mentioned earlier, only in very rare cases did they actively par-
ticipate in the fight, mainly by shooting arrows, and if the danger reached the
inner ring of women and children, women also desperately tried to contrib-
ute to the defence. The famous Amazons, of course, were, significantly, a
myth, albeit, like many myths, not entirely devoid of some basis in reality.
The Scythian and Sarmatian pastoralist horse archers of the Ukrainian
steppe were described by the classical Greek authors as the ‘neighbours’ of
the Amazons. Some of the warrior graves excavated in the region were
those of women, buried with full military gear. In one Scythian royal kurgan
(mound) four of fifty warrior graves belonged to females. In the supposed
Sarmatian region, 20 per cent of the warrior graves excavated were those of
women.”” The bow made possible a marginally greater female participation
in warfare.

Civilization created many new, ‘artificial’ conditions and relationships,
making a far-reaching transformation in the human way of life possible.
Nevertheless, throughout most of history, female participation in warfare
barely changed at all from the patterns described above, which had been
evolutionarily shaped by physical, mental, and social constraints. Apart from
desperate home defence, women’s participation in warfare was limited to
auxiliary services to the male warriors as camp followers and prostitutes. To
be sure, women were excluded from many activities and occupations in
historical societies. Still, they were absent from the warriors’ ranks to an
ever-larger degree than from any other occupation in which they tradition-
ally did not participate. But what about modern, industrialized, and espe-
cially advanced industrial societies? These have undergone tremendous,
unprecedented changes, which, among other things, greatly transformed
women’s place in society. How do these changes affect, and how can they
affect, women’s participation in combat roles in the armed services?

The bottom line is that they do, although overall perhaps not by a very
wide margin. Physically, fighting with guns and explosives has already made
a change. For example, in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Dahomey,
the king’s army included an elite bodyguard unit of women, which grew in
number from hundreds to thousands. The women, armed with guns, as well
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as with bows and arrows, machetes and clubs, were reputedly ferocious
warriors.”® From the late nineteenth century, women began to participate
actively in many revolutionary and guerrilla forces, which combined
informal social structures and radical ideologies. Their participation in
combat roles in the Soviet and Yugoslav armed forces during the Second
World War and on the communist side in Vietnam is well known. However,
even in these often-cited cases, where a radical social ideology prevailed, the
home country was invaded and women were anyhow at grave risk, and
an acute shortage of manpower existed, women’s role in warfare was still
limited. Most women took men’s places in the factories and fields, or
performed auxiliary services within the armed forces. Those who actually
participated in combat roles amounted to no more than 8—12 per cent of the
combat troops, not far from their estimated share in the famous Dahomey
army or in those very few tribal societies that had allowed women to
participate in battle, including the Scythian and Sarmatian ‘Amazons’.
Furthermore, in Soviet Russia, Yugoslavia, Vietnam, and other revolution-
ary countries, women were excluded from combat roles once the war
was over.”’

Why is this so, and how likely is this situation to persist in advanced
industrial societies? After all, the modern mechanical and electronic battle-
field has created numerous tasks that involve little if any physical force.
Fighting is done with firepower, and the movement of people and loads is
largely mechanical. Many women can drive or fire an armoured fighting
vehicle as well as many men, or for that matter command the vehicle, an
armoured battalion, or an armoured army. Some women are even strong
enough to be able to serve in ordinary infantry units, which still rely heavily
on physical force. However, Hollywood’s G. I. Jane notwithstanding, women
are rarely likely to be strong enough for elite infantry and commando
units—no more in fact than they are likely to compete successtully in any
serious men’s football league, let alone boxing or weightlifting. Women
flew as combat pilots in the Soviet air force during the Second World War.
But how many of them can successfully compete for similar capacities in the
much more competitive air forces of modern advanced powers has still to
be ascertained. In any case, this leaves many active combat roles that
women can perform.

The mental sex differences in respect of warfare have similarly narrowed
but not closed. As much of today’s fighting activity is done from afar and
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with little physical contact, it involves much less of the aggressive and violent
attitude traditionally associated with men. Even if not wholly a matter of
pushing buttons, modern fighting more than before bears the character of
an occupation that requires more cool-headed professionalism and organiza-
tional discipline than aggressive predisposition. There can be little doubt
that women could cope successfully with the mental task if they so wished.
But would they so wish? The indications are that the number of those who
would wish it is far smaller that that of men. Even if the physical aspect
posed no problem, far fewer women than men are inclined to combat
activity and combat careers. The reasons for this motivational difference
again go back to fundamental sex-related predispositions. On average,
men are more attracted to this type of competitive, high-risk, violent,
machine-related activity. In the same way that the introduction of effective
contraceptives, although greatly affecting women’s sexual attitude, has
not closed the gap between the sexual behaviour of men and women,
far-reaching changes in social and family patterns do not wholly eradicate
sex-related occupational preferences.

Throughout history women’s overburden with child bearing and rearing
was one of the factors that precluded their active participation in warfare.
Indeed, significantly, the famous Dahomey women warriors unit was only
possible because its members, officially married to the king, were forced to
celibacy on penalty of death. The force may have evolved from the harem
guard, to which no man was allowed access. Furthermore, the women may

have customarily undergone excision at childhood.”

Even though women
in today’s developed world give birth to only two children, on average, and
household duties are far lighter than before and more equally divided
between the sexes, the woman’s share in raising the children still tends to be
larger. (Despite the doctrine of equality, the law recognizes this by tending
to prefer the woman for custody of the children in cases of divorce.) More
than men, women would shrink from a highly risky career that involves
long periods of absence from the husband and children. This sort of prefer-
ence has long been attributed to lingering cultural inequalities in the way
society is structured. Although these inequalities were indeed acute and still
exist, it would now seem that their inborn element was too easily over-
looked. Even if the greatest equality of access to the educational and labour
markets were achieved, the sex differences would be such that the inclin-
ations of men and women would, on average, be different in some important
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respects. Even in Scandinavia, where nearly 80 per cent of women are in the
workforce, fewer than 10 per cent of the women work in occupations
where the sex balance is roughly equal. Half of all workers are in jobs where
their own sex accounts for 90 per cent of employees.”' The choice of a
combat career is a field in which the sex difference is particularly marked.

The Netherlands is a case in point, having the most egalitarian legislation
and policy in the developed world. From the late 1970s the Dutch authorities
granted women equal access to all military jobs and have acted intensively to
encourage them to exercise this freedom of opportunity. Nevertheless, as
the feminist authors of a study on the subject have written with dismay:
‘The interest of women in the army seemed to diminish more than to
increase. . . . The physical requirements remained a problem and so did the
acceptance of women by their male colleagues. . . . The demands for com-
bat jobs in the infantry, cavalry, artillery and the Royal Engineers are too
high to be met by most women.” Female participation in the army, espe-
cially in combat roles, remained in the low percentage points. In Norway as
well, another country with highly egalitarian legislation and policy, the
picture is very similar, partly, although not solely, because of women’s own
lack of interest.”

But what about those women who do desire a combat role and a combat
career? In the labour market as well, many occupations are unevenly divided
between the sexes, but equality of access on merit has nevertheless been
secured in the developed countries to any member of either sex who
chooses any particular occupation. Are there any special arguments that
might warrant an exceptional status to the occupation of fighting? More
complex family arrangements, mentioned by reluctant armed services, have
already been discussed. These may be overcome by a combination of female
and military compromises. The prospect of possible captivity is a major
consideration. As we have seen, women are far more exposed than men to
sexual abuse, especially when out of the protection of the law and orderly
society. This, too, however, is a risk that society might choose to leave to
individual female choice. Finally, can men and women live close together
for long periods of service in intimate combat groups without being dis-
tracted by sexual attraction that would disrupt their combat effectiveness?
Does not the famous ‘male bonding’ in the combat group depend on the
absence of women? Is not the ‘culture of war’ itself, those traditional qual-
ities of warrior masculinity, best inculcated in an exclusive man’s world?

8
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Indeed, at this point some feminists form an awkward alliance with male
sceptics, arguing that experience shows that participation in combat units
makes women forfeit their own true nature and adopt male-type thinking
and behaviour.

We lack sufficient experience to judge how significantly the dynamics
created in modern mixed-sex fighting units would affect their combat
effectiveness. In principle, fighting units need not, of course, necessarily be
mixed for women to participate in them. Separate units for men and women
are also possible. In summary, it would probably not be wild speculation to
suggest that the forces that have opened the labour market for women are
too irresistible for the armed services to withstand. Women are integrated in
larger numbers, even in combat roles. On the other hand, women’s partici-
pation in such roles will probably remain marginal compared with that
of men. The evolution-shaped physical, mental, and social factors that
have made fighting the most polarized sex-related activity are unlikely to
disappear.”
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Motivation: The Web of Desire

The interconnected competition over resources and reproduction is
the root cause of conflict and fighting in humans, as in all other animal
species. Other causes and expressions of fighting in nature, and the motiv-
ational and emotional mechanisms associated with them, are a derivative of,
and subordinate to, these primary causes, and originally evolved this way in
humans as well. This, of course, does not make them any less ‘real’ but only
explains their function in the evolution-shaped motivational complex and,
thus, how they came to be. It is to these ‘second-level causes’ and motiv-
ational mechanisms, directly linked to the first, that I now turn.

DOMINANCE: RANK, STATUS,
PRESTIGE, HONOUR

Among social mammals and primates, higher rank in the group gives
improved share in communal resources, such as hunting spoils, and better
access to females. In some species, such as baboons and wolves, rank differ-
ences are sharp, with the so-called alpha males (and sometimes also
females) reaping most of the advantages, relative to the other group mem-
bers. Even in those social species, such as the chimpanzees, where group
relations are more egalitarian, ‘leadership’ positions confer considerable
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somatic and reproductive advantages. For this reason, rank in the group is
hotly contested among social mammals and social primates. Status rivalry is
acute and never ending. It is the strong, fierce, and—among our sophisti-
cated cousins, the chimpanzees—also the ‘politically’ astute that win status
by the actual and implied use of force." Rivalry for rank and domination in
nature is, then, a proximate means in the competition for resources and
reproduction. For reasons already discussed in Chapter 4, this rivalry is far
stronger among males and closely correlates with testosterone levels.

Closer to the chimpanzees’ pattern, human groups in the ‘state of nature’
were more egalitarian than those of some species but still displayed signifi-
cant status differences. As we have seen, differences in strength, hunting
skills, social astuteness, and clan size unfolded and accentuated in direct
relation to the abundance of the resources available. The more resource rich
the environment and the denser the human population, the further would
societies develop, in anthropological terms, from egalitarian to ranked, and
then to stratified.” However, even in those so-called egalitarian societies,
which lived in the most inhospitable environments on earth, status mattered.
Richard Lee, studying the !Kung Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert, one of
the poorest, most dispersed, and most egalitarian hunter—gatherer societies,
finally concedes this against his Marxist predilection and whole thesis in his
revealingly entitled article ‘Politics, sexual and non-sexual, in egalitarian
society’.” In the first place, although leadership in such societies was weak
and informal, standing at the centre of social networks conferred advantages.
Furthermore, quite apart from leadership positions, social esteem mattered a
great deal. For example, according to William Buckley, who lived with the
Australian Aborigines for 32 years in the early nineteenth century:

They acknowledged no particular chief as being superior to the rest; but he
who is most skilful and useful to the general community, is looked upon with
the greatest esteem, and is considered to be entitled to more wives than any of
the others.”

In determining one’s status, image and perception have always been as
important as more tangible reality. Although obviously standing in more or
less close relation to that reality, they could not be reduced to it. A reputa-
tion of being successful and successtul qualities reinforced each other.
Successful qualities had to be advertised. Thus, overt or subtler display of
worth is a constant human activity, as it is with animals. It is limited by the
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balancing consideration of avoiding the provocation of a negative social
response, because other people also jealously guard their honour in the
social competition for esteem. In traditional societies, in particular, people
were predisposed to go to great lengths in defence of their honour. The
slightest offence could provoke violence. Where no strong centralized
authority existed, one’s honour was a social commodity of vital significance,
affecting both somatic and reproductive chances.’

Does this mean that what people who strive for leadership or esteem
‘really’ want is sexual opportunity or resources? Not necessarily. Wanting is
subjective, and mentally it can be genuinely disassociated from ultimate
evolutionary aims. For instance, people widely desire love and sex for their
own sake rather than for the offspring that can result from these activities,
and whom they often positively, and even desperately, do not want. In the
same way, the pursuit of rank and esteem in humans, as with animals, was
closely associated with better somatic and reproductive prospects, and
evolved as a proximate means for achieving them, even though the evo-
lutionary aim can remain unconscious.’ For this reason, humans were pre-
pared to risk violence to gain and defend rank and esteem in the same way
that they were prepared to do so for subsistence goods, women, or kin. In
the final evolutionary analysis, it all came to the same thing.

Thus, as we have also seen with respect to competition for women, com-
petition for rank and esteem could lead to violent conflict indirectly as well
as directly. For instance, we have earlier noted that even in the simplest
societies people desired ornamental, ostentatious, and prestige goods, with
no apparent subsistence value. Although ‘cultural materialists’ lump these
goods together with subsistence goods, their social function and significance
are wholly different. Ornamentation of body and clothes by colours, shapes,
or coloured and shaped objects is designed to enhance physically desirable
features that function everywhere in nature as cues for health, vigour, youth,
and fertility. Obviously, we can only hint at this subject that evolutionary
theorists have begun to explore.” For example: in human females, but also
in males, shining and clear eye, lip, hair, and skin colour functions as such
a cue, which can be enhanced artificially; natural—and by extension,
added—symmetrical, orderly, and refined features signal good genes, good
nourishment, and high-quality physical design; tall and magnificent head-
gear enhances one’s size; and so forth. We should bear in mind that it is
precisely on these products of the illusions industry—cosmetics, fashion, and
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jewellery—that people everywhere spend so much. Furthermore, causes
and effects refract and multiply in ever more complex interactions. Where
some ornamentations are scarce and therefore precious, the very fact that
one is able to afford them indicates wealth and success. Hence the source of
what economist Thorstein Veblen, referring to early twentieth-century
American society, called ‘conspicuous consumption’. In Stone Age societies,
luxury goods, as well as the ostentatious consumption of ordinary ones,
became in themselves objects of desire as social symbols of status. For this
reason, people may fight for them.

Direct and indirect competition for rank and esteem obviously takes
numerous other forms. Some scholars have disputed that a reputation as a
warrior contributed to one’s reproductive success by enhancing one’s status
in the group. Such a reputation surely increases the social demand for the
warrior in time of emergency and, in a society that is particularly prone
to war, the warrior’s status inevitably rises. A reputation as a warrior also
increases one’s deterrence in relation to other members of one’s own
group—again, an advantage in social bargaining. On the other hand, reput-
able warriors are arguably more vulnerable to early death and, hence, might
be disadvantaged by a shorter reproductive trajectory and interrupted off-
spring care.” All in all, a warrior’s reputation, like pugnacity itself, thus seems
to be a variable commodity, the value of which depends on the wider
benefits connected with it under the particular circumstances of any given
society. It would mean more in a society in which internal and external
insecurity is more acute, and in which martial skills are closely linked to the
ability to acquire material, and hence also social, benefits.

For this reason, marks of martial excellence are also advertised. The Plains
Indians, for example, were famous for their elaborate system of distinctions
for bravery in war, known as the counting of coups. As a principal determinant
of social ranking, coups were hotly pursued. One of these coups was, of
course, the famous scalping. Indeed, trophy heads of fallen enemies were
widely taken in primitive societies. Signs of scalping have been found on
fossilized human bones. The most gruesome prehistoric find is two 7,500-
year-old caches of trophy heads from Ofnet Cave in Germany, arranged
‘like eggs in a basket’, comprising the mutilated skulls of 34 men, women,
and children.” Trophy heads served much the same social purpose for primi-
tive warriors as medals, decorations, or marks of fallen enemy aircraft do for
modern ones. This explains why head hunting has been regularly observed
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by anthropologists as a frequent source of warfare among primitive people.
This practice—which seemed to make no sense, evolutionary or other—
was attributed by some early anthropologists to bare, instinctive, human
pugnacity. In fact, when a basic state of competition and conflict (and,
hence, suspicion and hostility) over resources or women prevails between
two societies, harming the enemy becomes a positive thing and, in con-
sequence, also carries social esteem. Under these circumstances, head hunt-
ing can be practised not only as a byproduct of warfare, that has other
specific purposes, but also ‘for itself’, to harm the enemy and win prestige at
home. That this activity further reinforces hostility and suspicion, refuelling
the war complex, is beyond doubt. Hostility and war tend to escalate, thus, at
least partly, although not wholly, feeding on themselves.

Again, it is this intermixing of mutually related motives that has repeat-
edly confounded scholars. This is most apparent, for example, in the debate
over the Plains Indians, in which different scholars highlighted different
motives to explain their warfare. Marian Smith, for instance, recognized that
horse stealing and hunting privileges were apparent motives of Indian war-
fare. She also specified revenge, which I discuss later. Yet she believed that
the pursuit of social esteem (coups) was the real cause, the ‘one common
element’ of all the others." Rightly reacting against such views, Bernard
Mishkin stressed the economic motives of Plains Indian warfare. However,
he nevertheless sensed that there might be a deeper connection involved. In
his conclusion he came closer to an integrated approach to the problem:

The relationship of the economic factor in war to the game element contains
no contradiction. . . . Prestige status and property control are almost uni-
versally associated. . . . In the case of the Plains, rank distinctions similarly
involve economic differentiation. Because war above all, yielded property
returns, the men who achieved formal military status also accumulated
wealth."!

Mishkin has separately also noted the women component associated with
Indian ranking. He listed the ‘25 most famous men’ among the Kiowa of
Oklahoma. According to his findings: ‘Polygamy in the general population
never rose to more than 10 per cent; 50 per cent of the “25” are polygamous.’
Although he never fully crossed the conceptual threshold, Mishkin was thus
not very far away from a view that would dispose of hopeless dichotomies
and connect the various elements of the Indian war complex together."
Torture and humiliation of captured enemies were another widespread
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practice among the Indians, as elsewhere, cross-culturally. This behaviour
can also be explained partly as an expression of the craving for domination
and superiority. To be sure, as we shall see, torture and humiliation were
sometimes administered in revenge, for their deterrence effect, or to extract
information. However, in human societies characterized by a competition
for higher status, they were also manifestations of an emotional desire—
sometimes reaching the point of sadism—to extract responses of submission,
helplessness, and begging from the ‘other’. Indeed, the unfortunate captive
was sometimes prepared to suffer more to deny this gratification to the
enemy by maintaining unflinching dignity. Some societies even preferred
such dignified behaviour from their tortured captives, because, in what
appears to have been an interesting twist, such behaviour only testified to
their captive’s greater honour, thus magnifying the value of his capture and
defeat. As we have already noted, motives are mixed, interacting, and widely
refracted in myriad forms. Nevertheless, it is the purpose of this study to
show that this seemingly immense complexity and inexhaustible diversity is
traced back to a central core, shaped by the evolutionary rationale. Tracing
complexity to its basic elements is far more applicable to the study of
humans, and in a far more meaningful way, than most historians, anthro-
pologists, and culture students have been trained to believe.

REVENGE: RETALIATION TO
ELIMINATE AND DETER

Revenge has probably been the most regular and prominent cause of
fighting cited in anthropological accounts of pre-state societies. Violence
was activated to avenge injuries to honour, property, women, and kin. If life
was taken, revenge reached its peak, often leading to a vicious circle of death
and counter-death.

How is this most prevalent, risky, and often bloody behaviour pattern to
be explained? From the evolutionary perspective, revenge is retaliation that
is intended either to destroy an enemy or to foster deterrence against him,
as well as against third parties. This, of course, applies to non-physical and
non-violent, as well as to physical and violent, action. If one does not pay
back on an injury, one may signal weakness and expose oneself to further
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injuries, not only from the original offender but also from others. A process
of victimization might be created.”” Of course, it is equally common for one
to accept an injury from someone stronger silently and take the con-
sequences of reduced status. Which of these two strategies to follow
depends on one’s overall assessment of the stakes and relative balance of
power. This rationale applies wherever there is no higher authority that can
be relied upon for protection—that is, in so-called anarchic systems, orig-
inally described by Thomas Hobbes. It thus applies in modern societies to
the wide spheres of social relations in which the state or other authoritative
bodies do not intervene. In pre-state societies, however, it applied far more
widely to the basic protection of life, property, and the like, which the state
later took under its authority. One could only rely on oneself and one’s kin
and allies to defend one’s own. In case of an injury, retaliation—that is,
‘revenge’—was the principal method either to annihilate the offender or to
re-establish deterrence.

But is not this explanation for revenge too clinical or, worse, simplistic?
Are not people moved to revenge by blind rage rather than by calculation?
Also, is not revenge simply a primitive method of administering justice, and
thus ought it to be considered within the realm of morality rather than
within that of security and deterrence theory? I have raised these typical
questions only in order to once more reiterate the point that is all too often
misunderstood with respect to evolutionary theory. Basic emotions evolved,
and are tuned the way they are, in response to very long periods of adaptive
selective pressures. They are proximate mechanisms in the service of somatic
and reproductive purposes. To work, they do not need to be conscious;
perhaps it is even better for them not to be, and the vast majority of them
indeed are not—in humans, let alone in animals. This is a vital clue for
understanding the otherwise inexplicable, seemingly arbitrary, and even
counterintuitive concept of unconscious motives, employed in many theo-
ries in psychology and the social sciences. Thus the instinctive desire to hit
back is a basic emotional response that evolved precisely because those who
hit back—of course, within the limits mentioned above—were generally
more successful in protecting their own by destroying their enemies and/or
by creating deterrence against them and vis-a-vis other people. Humans
have far longer memories than do animals and, thus, revenge—the social
settling of accounts with those who offended them—assumes a wholly new
level with them.
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The same applies to the notions of justice and morality. Their evolution-
ary foundation in humans—which has obviously undergone great cultural
elaboration—is the principle of ‘reciprocal altruism’ and ‘indirect’ or ‘gen-
eralized reciprocal altruism’, intended to foster mutually beneficial co-
operation by a system of benefits and sanctions. A famous computerized
game in game theory has demonstrated ‘tit for tat’ to be the most effective
strategy that a ‘player’ can adopt. He ought to reciprocate positive actions in
the interest of mutually beneficial co-operation, and retaliate when his part-
ner fails him in order to persuade this partner that he cannot get away with
it."" Obviously, computerized games are simplistic. For this same reason,
however, they can sometimes serve to illuminate basic, underlying patterns.

“Tit for tat’ poses a problem. One’s oftender cannot always be eliminated.
Furthermore, the offender has kin who would avenge him, and it is even
more difficult to eliminate them as well. Optimally, no one is to escape, but,
as we saw with the Aboriginal conflict described by Strehlow, and as Burch
and Correll write about the Alaskan Eskimos, this could rarely be achieved:

The objective of warfare in North Alaska was to annihilate the members of
the enemy group, men, women, and children. . . . A fully successful war thus
served to terminate inter-regional relations altogether through the elimin-
ation of the members of one entire group. The typical result, however, was
only partial success, some members of both groups being killed, and others
surviving. Thus warfare tended to perpetuate inter-regional hostilities since
survivors were always morally obliged to seek revenge."

Thus, in many cases, tit for tat becomes a negative loop of retaliation and
counter-retaliation from which it is very hard to exit. One original offence
may produce a pattern of prolonged hostility. ‘Blood revenge’ in particular,
starting from a single incident, may take numerous lives over years and
generations. Retaliation can thus produce escalation rather than annihilation
or deterrence. Fighting seems to feed on, and perpetuate, itself, bearing a
wholly disproportional relation to its ‘original’ cause. Similar to a Moloch, it
seems to take on a life of its own. People are ‘locked’ into conflict against their
wishes and, so it would seem, their best interests. How can it be beneficial to
lose many kin in revenge and counter-revenge in order to avenge the ori-
ginal death of one? It is this factor that has always given warfare an irrational
appearance, which seemed to defy a purely utilitarian explanation. As with
the plague or famine, warfare often appeared as one of the great scourges of
human life, but one that, paradoxically, was self-inflicted.
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How to explain this puzzle? In the first place, it must again be stressed that
both the original offence and retaliation arise from a fundamental state of
inter-human competition, which also carries the potential of conflict and is
consequently fraught with suspicion and insecurity. Without this basic state
of somatic and reproductive competition and potential conflict, retaliation
as a behaviour pattern would not have evolved. Indeed, sometimes revenge
is merely a pretext for conflict over more fundamental reasons.'® However,
as we have seen, while explaining the root cause of retaliation, this does not
in itself or in most cases account for retaliation’s escalation into what often
seems to be a self-defeating cycle. To account for this, additional explan-
ations must be provided.

Again game theory proves helpful. A famous, perhaps the most famous,
game in this branch of rationality research is known as the ‘prisoner’s
dilemma’. It demonstrates how people under certain conditions are ration-
ally pushed by these conditions to adopt strategies that are not in their best
interest. Although by temperament and outlook I shrink from mathematics
and modelling, I can only advise readers of similar inclinations that under-
standing the logic of the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ is worthwhile. The story goes
as follows. Two prisoners are separately interrogated on a crime that they
jointly committed. If one throws the blame on the other, the former goes
free, whereas his friend, who keeps silent, gets a heavy sentence. If both tell
on each other, they both get heavy sentences, although somewhat moder-
ated by their willingness to co-operate with the authorities. If both keep
silent, the authorities would have little evidence against them, and both of
them would get a light sentence. Now, under these conditions, what would
be the rational strategy for each of the isolated prisoners to adopt? Rationally,
each must choose to ‘defect’, because, unable to secure co-operation with
the other, this option is best regardless of the option that the other takes
independently. However, as both prisoners are rationally obliged to defect,
both get a heavy sentence, whereas if they could secure co-operation
between them, both could have benefited. Their rational choice under con-
ditions of isolation is thus inferior to their optimal choice had they been
able to secure co-operation between themselves.

As with any game, the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ is predicated on its given
assumptions. It has proved so fruitful because it has been found that many
situations in real life have elements of the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’. As we saw
earlier, it explains, for example, why people are rational in trying to evade
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paying taxes if they believe that they can get away with it, even though the
existence of the tax system as a whole benefits them, or why they would
bring their beasts on to an unregulated overgrazed common land, even
though overgrazing would destroy it completely, to everybody’s loss. Simi-
larly, in the absence of an authority that can enforce mutually beneficial
co-operation on people, or at least minimize their damages, the cycle of
retaliation is often their only rational option. If they do not retaliate, they
might invite new injuries. However, although it is their rational course of
action, retaliation is often not their optimal one. It may expose them to very
heavy costs. Nevertheless, it may go on, among other things, because a lack
of, or bad, communication with the enemy—which is natural in view of the
animosity and fear prevailing between the antagonists—can preclude, as in
the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’, a deal to terminate the cycle of retribution.

Indeed, if one side is not pushed to defeat, how does the cycle end? In all
pre-state societies the same mechanisms are employed. Sooner or later, often
with the help of a third party who acts as a go-between, thus bridging the
communication problem, the bruised parties accept a truce or reconcili-
ation, leaving their past injuries to rest. They either recognize the balance of
retribution as even or specify some sort of compensation from one side to
the other to make it even.'” Obviously, the truce or reconciliation may not
hold for long. Animosity and a cycle of violence may flare up again, because
of either the old grudges or a fundamental state of competition, or because
of a combination of the two. In turn, these factors generate, and are
reinforced by, ever-present mutual suspicion.

Clearly, the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ is of great relevance to explaining the
war complex as a whole: the cycle of animosity and war, and not just that of
revenge and retribution. I return to this later on, but first a word of caution:
not all violent conflicts or acts of revenge fall under the special terms of the
‘prisoner’s dilemma’. In the context of a fundamental resource scarcity, if
one is able to eliminate, decisively weaken, or subdue the enemy, and con-
sequently reap most of the advantages, then this outcome is better for one’s
interests than a compromise. It is only when such a decisive result cannot be
achieved, or can be achieved only at a great cost, that the conditions speci-
fied by the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ come into play. Under these conditions, the
rivals are locked into a struggle that is very costly for both, lacking the
mechanisms to escape into a better solution.
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POWER AND THE ‘SECURITY DILEMMA’

Revenge or retaliation is an active reaction to an injury, arising from a
competitive and, hence, potentially conflicting basic state of relations. As we
have seen, a passive reaction in the form of some sort of submission is also
possible, depending on the circumstances, and in reality both reactions take
place and intermix. However, as Hobbes perceived brilliantly (Leviathan, 13),
the basic condition of competition and potential conflict, which gives rise to
endemic suspicion and insecurity, invites not only a reactive but also a pre-
emptive response, which further magnifies mutual suspicion and insecurity.
It must be stressed that the source of the potential conflict here is again of a
‘second level’. It does not necessarily arise directly from an actual conflict
over the somatic and reproductive resources themselves, but from the fear,
suspicion, and insecurity created by the potential of those ‘first-level’ causes
for conflict.”® Potential conflict can thus breed conflict. When the ‘other’
must be regarded as a potential enemy, his very existence poses a threat,
because he might suddenly attack one day. How can one know, for example,
if a straying stranger is on a peaceful trade expedition or is out to steal a
woman? John Ewers’ description of this problem with respect to the Plains
Indians is revealing, if only the ‘first-" and ‘second-level’ causes that he
mentions are understood in their causal connection rather than being
regarded separately:

The roots of intertribal warfare in this region can be found in the very nature
of tribalism itself—in the common disposition of the members of each tribe
to regard their tribe as ‘the people’ and to look upon outsiders with suspicion.
This is not to deny that other and more specific causes for intertribal conflict
existed—competition for choice hunting grounds, capture of women, or
horse, or inanimate property, and individual desire for recognition and status
through the winning of war honors. But in an atmosphere charged with
intertribal distrust even an imagined slight by an outsider could lead to retali-
ation against other members of his tribe. . . . [I]t was much easier to start a war
than it was to end one."

In this fundamental state of insecurity, one must in the first place take
precautions against possible attack and increase one’s strength as much as
possible—for instance, defend and conceal one’s dwelling by natural and
artificial means; keep at a safe distance from, and maintain lookouts for, the
potential enemy;and form alliances to oppose him. The other side, however,
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faces a similar security problem and takes similar precautions. The fear,
suspicion, and feeling of insecurity are mutual and natural, even in the
absence of a concrete hostile intent on the part of the other, let alone if some
such intent exists.

Things do not stop with precautionary and defensive measures. The rea-
son for this is that such measures often inherently possess some offensive
potential—indirectly or directly. For example, indirectly, a defended home
base may have the eftect of freeing one for offensive action with a reduced
fear of a counter-strike. In other words, it reduces mutual deterrence.
Directly, a defensive alliance, for example, may be translated into an offen-
sive one, and this prospect is bound to be regarded with apprehension by the
other side. Intensified training for war, occupation of some advanced posts,
and the employment of reconnaissance parties, even if intended as defensive
measures, can strengthen offensive capabilities, and are naturally viewed in
that light by the other side. As a result of all this, measures that one takes to
increase one’s security in an insecure world often decrease the other’s
security, even if this was not intended, and vice versa. One’s strength is the
other’s weakness.

What are the consequences of this so-called security dilemma?*’ In the
first place, it tends to escalate ‘arms races’ further. Arms races between
competitors take place throughout nature. They are one way of presenting
the evolutionary process.”’ Through natural selection, they produce faster
cheetahs and gazelles, more devious parasites or viruses and more immune
‘hosts’, deer with longer horns to fight one another, and so on. Many of
these arms races involve very heavy costs to the organism, which would not
have been necessary if it were not for the competition. This, for example,
is the reason why trees have trunks. They only undertake the enormous
expenditure involved in growing trunks because of their life-and-death
struggle to outgrow other trees in reaching as high as possible to get sun-
light. In an apparent paradox, as with humans, competition is most intense
in environments of plenty, where more competitors can play and more
resources be accumulated. This is why trees grow highest in the dense forests
of the water-rich tropical and temperate climates.

Arms races often have truly paradoxical results. The continuous and escal-
ating effort to get ahead of the competitor may prove successful, in which
case the competitor is destroyed or severely weakened, and the victor reaps
the benefits. However, in many cases, every step on one side is matched by a
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counter-step on the other. Consequently, even though each side invests
increasing resources in the conflict, none gains an advantage. This is called,
after one of Alice’s puzzles in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass, the
‘Red Queen effect’: both sides run faster and faster only to find themselves
staying where they were. Arms races may thus become a ‘prisoner’s
dilemma’. If the sides gave up the hope of outpacing each other and win-
ning the contest, they could at least save themselves the heavy costs incurred,
which anyway cancel each other out. However, they are often unable to stop
the race, because of suspicion, faulty communication, and inability to verify
what exactly the other side is doing. Arms races can be stopped, limited, or
slowed down only if at least some of these preconditions can be overcome.

As mentioned earlier, arms races are in general the natural outcome
of competition. The special feature of arm races created by the security
dilemma is that their basic motivation on both sides is defensive. Each side
fears the other, but every step that one side takes to strengthen security
scares the other into similar steps, and vice versa, in an escalating spiral. It is
once more a ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ fuelled by mutual suspicion. Again, one
way to stop the spiral is to find means to reduce mutual suspicion. Marriage
ties used to be a classic measure for achieving this aim in all pre-modern
societies. Fostering familiarity and demonstrating goodwill through mutual
friendly visits and ceremonial feasts were another prominent universal
measure. For all that, suspicion and insecurity are difficult to overcome for
the reasons mentioned above. Indeed, as we see later, even ostensibly friendly
feasts sometimes turned out to be treacherous. There is another way, how-
ever, to reduce the insecurity. Although both sides on the security dilemma
may be motivated by defensive concerns, they may chose to pre-empt
actively—that is, not only take defensive precautions but also attack the
other side in order to eliminate or severely weaken them as a potential
enemy. Indeed, this option in itself makes the other side even more insecure,
rendering the security dilemma more acute. Warfare can thus become a self-
fulfilling prophecy. The fear of war breeds war. As full security is difficult to
achieve, constant warfare can be waged, conquest carried afar, and power
accumulated, all truly motivated by security concerns—that is, ‘for defence’.
Of course, in reality motives are often mixed, with the security motive
coexisting with others.

To conclude, as we saw with respect to ‘honour’ and ‘revenge’, the basic
condition of inter-human competition and potential conflict creates
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‘second-level’ causes for warfare, arising from the first. This does not mean
that actual competition over somatic and reproductive resources has to exist
on every particular occasion for the security dilemma to flare up. Still, it is
the prospect of such competition that stands behind the mutual insecurity,
and the stronger the competition and potential conflict, the more the secur-
ity dilemma will grow. A conflictual condition may thus, at least partly, feed
and grow on itself, leading through ‘prisoners’ dilemmas’ to clashes that
seem to be forced on the antagonists against their wishes and best interests,
to costs that can be heavier than the rewards for which the sides ostensibly
fight. The Yanomamo, among whom security was of course only one
motive in their motivational war complex, expressed the dilemma beauti-
fully when they complained: “We are tired of fighting. We don’t want to kill
anymore. But the others are treacherous and cannot be trusted.’*

How is this paradoxical state of affairs possible? It is possible because
natural selection operates on the principle of individual competition. There
is no higher authority (‘Nature’) that regulates the competition and prevents
‘prisoners’ dilemmas’ or ‘market failures’. Organisms can co-operate, com-
pete, or fight to maximize survival and reproduction. Sometimes, fighting is
the most promising choice for at least one of the sides. At other times,
however, fighting, although their rational choice, is not their optimal one.
They may be forced into it because under conditions of information scar-
city, faulty communication, and inability to make sure that the other side
will abide by their word, a deal for mutually beneficial co-operation cannot
be secured. In these cases, conflict seems to take life of its own. Similar to a
Moloch, it consumes the warring parties caught up in its fire, irrespective of
their true wishes or interests.

WORLD-VIEW AND THE SUPERNATURAL

I have systematically surveyed the motives for hunter—gatherers’
warfare regularly cited in the anthropological literature, attempting to show
how these motives can all be traced back to somatic and reproductive con-
flict, either directly or indirectly, through ‘first-> or ‘second-level” evolution-
shaped proximate mechanisms. But is this all? Does this interpretation not
amount to ‘crude materialism’? What about the world of culture that, after
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all, is our most distinctive mark as members of the species Homo sapiens
sapiens? Do we not know from history that people kill and get killed for
ideas and ideals? Indeed, anthropologists universally reported one ‘spiritual’
factor as being among the most prominent causes of warfare among hunter—
gatherers, as well as among primitive agriculturalists. This was fears and
accusations of sorcery. In communities in which spiritual life was perme-
ated—as it invariably was—with supernatural beliefs, sacred cults and rituals,
and the practice of magic, this was a potent force. All known hunter—
gatherer societies—as with any other human society—exhibit the universal
human quest for ordering and manipulating the cosmos.

I cannot presume here to do justice to a subject that is notoriously even
more complex than warfare. Still, as I have already suggested, the human
quest for ordering the cosmos is probably a product of Homo sapiens sapiens’
vastly expanded intellectual and imaginative faculties. In order to cope with
their environment, humans strive to identify, understand, and explain the
forces operating within and behind it, so that they can at least predict and, if
possible, also manipulate these forces and their effects to their advantage.
They are predisposed to assume that such forces are there. With respect to both
their natural and their human environment, humans achieved impressive
successes in using these methods. The quest for an understanding thus
evolved into a fundamental human trait. Humans must have answers as to the
reasons and direction of the world around them. Stretching this faculty the
furthest, humans have a deep emotional need for a comprehensive interpret-
ative framework, or set of interpretative ‘stories’, that would explain, connect
the various elements of, and give meaning to their world and their own
existence within it. They need a cognitive map of, and a manipulative
manual for, the universe, which by lessening the realm of the unknown
would give them a sense of security and control, allay their fears, and
alleviate their pain and distress. Where answers are beyond their scope, or
beyond experience, they fill up the gaps by speculating or ‘mythologizing’.**

[ use the word ‘mythologizing’ somewhat reluctantly, because what
forces and effects are real, what interpretations have validity, and what
manipulative methods are effective are not always easy to determine. Theory
and mythology, natural and supernatural, science and magic are dichotomies
shaped by later human reasoning. In fact, all of them are rooted in the search
for the underlying forces behind the phenomena and the quest to enlist
them on one’s side. In principle, what led from the ‘theological’ to the

101



War in Human Civilization

‘metaphysical’ and to the ‘scientific’,in Auguste Comte’s famous nineteenth-
century formulation, was mainly a growing rejection of authoritative trad-
ition and commitment to free thought, as well as an increasing adoption of a
stricter discipline of procedures for verifying hypotheses by experience.”
Having thus qualified my discussion, there remains within the human quest
for ordering the cosmos a tension between the need for knowledge and
manipulation, which lends itself more easily to test by trial and error, and the
need for meaning, harmony, security, and consolation, which generally
proves highly resistant to evidence—indeed, it often openly thrives on
counter-experience and the improbable. It is this second element that forms
the realm of the sacred. In this interpretation, Homo sapiens sapiens’ vastly
expanded intellectual faculties brought forth as a byproduct, as a ‘bug’ on its
‘programme’, some anxieties, intellectual concerns, and emotional needs
that are highly susceptible to a certain sort of overarching, emotionally
invested, almost ‘addictive’ ideas.

Hunter—gatherers speculated about the way their world was structured
and developed techniques to control it. Sometimes the speculations were at
least partly valid whereas the techniques were not, sometimes the opposite
was true, sometimes both speculations and techniques had validity, and
sometimes both had not. For survival, some ideas and practices were
adaptive, whereas some were maladaptive, or made no adaptive difference.
Adaptive value was often determined not only by the intended purpose but
also by unintentional side effects or byproducts. Thus, as mentioned earlier,
these byproducts or ‘spandrels’, in Gould’s and Lewontin’s term, could func-
tion either as a ‘virus’ that thrived independently at the expense of its ‘host’
or as a friendly ‘bacterium’ beneficially co-opted by the host, or both.** The
question to ask, then, is in what way did hunter—gatherers’ ‘metaphysics’
affect hunter—gatherers’ warfare.

Earlier I mentioned one such possible effect. As Durkheim and his dis-
ciples have stressed, communal supernatural beliefs, myths, cults, and rituals
probably strengthened group identity and, hence, cohesion.” Whatever
their direct costs in time and resources, they can thus be regarded, among
other things, as indirect, but highly adaptive, ‘defence costs’. Furthermore,
similar to language and other elements of culture—or the human ‘symbolic
universe’—beliefs, cults, and rituals, once internalized in early age by social
learning, are very difficult to change. People are cognitively and emotionally
heavily invested in them. Changing one’s ‘mental landscape’, perhaps even
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more than changing the ‘physical landscape’, can be very costly, sometimes
prohibitively so. This also increases one’s stake in one’s own group, while
enhancing the ‘otherness’ of the ‘other’.”®

But how did hunter—gatherers’ world-view and supernatural beliefs and
practices affect not only social cohesion in the case of conflict and warfare,
but also the reasons for conflict and warfare themselves, our subject in this
chapter? I would like to argue that on the whole they added on, sometimes
accentuating, reasons that I have already discussed. Let us return to the
evidence of anthropological accounts, which tell a remarkably similar story
across hunter—gatherers’ cultures. The all-familiar glory of the gods, or the
need to pacify them, let alone missionary reasons, never appear as reasons for
hunter—gatherers” warfare. These come later and are discussed in due course.
Religion, like warfare, is transformed by cultural evolution. In the hunter—
gatherers’ world of animistic spirits, totems, and shamanism, the supernatural
reasons cited for warfare are different.

As mentioned earlier, the most regularly cited reason is fear and accusa-
tions of sorcery. It should be noted, however, that these did not appear
randomly. They generally arose and were directed against people whom the
victim of the alleged sorcery felt had reason to want to harm him. This, of
course, does not necessarily mean that they really did. It certainly does not
mean that these people actually did harm the victim by witchcraft. What it
does mean is that competition, potential conflict, animosity, and suspicion
were conducive to fears and accusations of sorcery. To clarify the point
further, it is not that these ‘imagined’ fears and accusations do not add to the
occurrence of deadly violence beyond the ‘real’ or potentially ‘real’ causes
that underlie them. They certainly do. But, to a greater degree than with the
security dilemma, the paranoia here reflects the running amok of real, or
potentially real, fears and insecurity, thus further exacerbating and escalating
the war complex. Chagnon’s account nicely captures the manner in which
mutual suspicion and insecurity were closely related to accusations of
sorcery among the Yanomamo:

The feast and alliance can and often do fail to establish stable, amicable
relationships between sovereign villages. When this happens, the group may
coexist for a period of time without any overt expressions of hostility. This,
however, is an unstable situation, and no two villages that are within comfort-
able walking distance from each other can maintain such a relationship
indefinitely: They must become allies, or hostility is likely to develop between
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them. Indifference leads to ignorance or suspicion, and this soon gives way to
accusations of sorcery. Once the relationship is of this sort, a death in one of
the villages will be attributed to the malevolent hekura sent by shamans in the
other village, and raids will eventually take place between them.*

Supernatural elements sometimes came into play in connection with
motives for warfare other than fear and insecurity—for instance, as we have
previously seen, trespassing was often regarded as an offence against a
group’s sanctified territory. In other cases, an act of sacrilege against the
clan’s totem was regarded as an insult to the clan itself. Durkheim stressed
this sort of symbolic projection in his great study of religion based on the
Australian Aborigines. In both these instances the supernatural element
functioned as a sanctified sanction and symbol of less imagined goods:
resources and honour. The totem was thus similar to an emblem or a flag.
Of course, in some cases the supernatural motives were evoked as mere
pretexts for other reasons. However, even where they were not, these
motives added an extra dimension in the realm of the spiritual, sanctified,
and legitimate to existing motives.

Thus, for example, the Dugum Dani of highland New Guinea, who
fought for pigs, women, and land, saw ‘ghostly revenge’ as inseparable from
their war complex. They had to placate their ghosts who became angry with
them if a killing among the Dugum Dani was not avenged:

When the enemy kills one of their own people, the ghostly threat rises; the
greater the felt threat, the more the people strive to kill an enemy, which act
alone will reduce the threat.”

Similarly, the Gebusi of lowland New Guinea had the highest homicide
rates recorded anywhere. The reason given for the killings was retribution
for sorcery, but, as the anthropologist Bruce Knauft (not a ‘sociobiologist’),
concludes, these

were informed by a deeper causal mechanism: male dispute over women. . . .
There remains a striking correlation in Gebusi society between homicidal
sorcery attribution and lack of reciprocity in sister exchange marriage. . . .
Gebusi sorcery attribution is about unresolved and even unacknowledged
improprieties in the balance of marital exchange.”

Is not this interpretation of the role of the supernatural in hunter—
gatherers’ warfare ‘reductionist’? Not as I understand it. In the first place,
as I have noted, the supernatural, similar to the security dilemma, does
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seem to ‘take a life of its own’, escalating conflict and violence beyond
their ‘original’ motives. More broadly, I suggest that a crude distinction
between ‘infrastructure’ and ‘superstructure’ misses the point. Instead, all
elements—physical’ and ‘spiritual’—of hunter—gatherers’ warfare in the
evolution-shaped ‘human state of nature’ should be viewed as aspects of a
comprehensive way of life, to which they were generally all tuned.

MIXED MOTIVES: CANNIBALISM

Cannibalism existed among many primitive societies—including
hunter—gatherers—but is far more widely reported because it is one of
those negative practices often attributed to aliens. As Meggitt, for example,
writes, the Aboriginal hunter—gatherers of the central Australian desert were
convinced (with little foundation, in his opinion) that alien tribes killed and
ate strangers.”> And such a belief was most common among tribal societies.
Obviously, it grew largely from the vicious circle of fear, insecurity, and
faulty information arising from and reinforcing basic human competition
and rivalry. In this form, similar to accusations of sorcery, the fear of can-
nibalism had the effect of accentuating the security dilemma. So typically a
figment of the frightened imagination was the charge of cannibalism in
many reported cases that anthropologist William Arens, in The Man Eating
Myth (1979), claimed that cannibalism never existed in any meaningful way
as a social practice. However, as other anthropologists protested, cannibalism
was not wholly imagined. Its existence is well documented in numerous
cases throughout the tribal societies of the Americas, the Pacific, and, to
a lesser degree, Africa, reached by the Europeans in modern times. Clear
signs of it were also found in prehistoric sites, including those of the
Neanderthals.” What propelled it?

Anthropologists have come to the conclusion that, as with any other
complex human behaviour pattern—Iike warfare itself—cannibalism was
caused by various, often mixed, motives.** However,as with warfare, although
the phenomenon was complex, this complexity itself sprang from the
interaction of simpler, more fundamental, human motives.” In some cases,
in line with its popular image, cannibalism was practised for the meat, and
captives were cooked and eaten. It is even reported that some tribal societies
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developed a taste for human flesh. In this form, cannibalism was a resource
conflict in which other people were the prey—that is, the resource itself.
The best recorded cases of this sort of cannibalism come from those large
reserves of primitive peoples in northern South America and in the islands
of south-east Asia and the Pacific: Papua New Guinea, Borneo, Sumatra,
Java, and Fiji.

Still, in most cases, resource or ‘culinary’ cannibalism was not wide-
spread. Why not? Here, again, let us look at other animal species. With
them as well, cannibalism exists but proportionally stands in no comparison
to normal preying. As seen earlier, the reason for this is that preying on
one’s conspecifics is dangerous, not for the species, but for oneself, because
conspecifics are generally of the same order of strength as oneself—hence
the ‘inhibitions’ against both fighting and cannibalism. Indeed, for the same
reason, preying on other predators, or even on very strong herbivores such as
elephants, rhinos, and hippopotami, which are also dangerously equipped,
is highly irregular. Normal preying is regularly done on species that are
overall weaker and less dangerous than one’s own. (Contrary to appearance,
this applies even to humans hunting elephants, not only to leopards hunting
gazelles.) Conspecifics, and other predators, are scared oft and sometimes
fought in order to facilitate normal preying. Hunting is by far the more
widespread activity, compared with which fighting is rare.

Indeed, ‘culinary’ cannibalism rarely if ever occurs alone, and nor does it
account for most recorded cases of cannibalism. Anthropologists have
observed that cannibalism is universally practised in conjunction with an
elaborate ritualistic and shamanist activity, within the context of com-
prehensive symbolic and mythological systems. In fact, in most cases of
cannibalism, only an (nutritionally) insignificant part of the victim is actually
consumed. What is the purpose of this ritualistic cannibalism? William
Buckley reports on the Aborigines with whom he lived for half of his life: ‘I
have seen them eat small portions of the flesh of their enemies slain in battle.
They appear to do this, not for any particular liking for human flesh, but
from the impression that, by eating their adversaries’ flesh they themselves
would become better warriors.” He also specified a variety of other motives
for the practice.”® Indeed, as anthropologists across primitive societies have
recorded, eating from the enemy’s flesh signified revenge and superiority
over the defeated; it allowed people to inherit the victim’s secret strength,
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his spirit, the famous mana, as it is called in Polynesia. It demonstrated
manliness, ferocity, prowess, and transcendence of ordinary limits, thus
functioning as a political gesture within the group. In sum, cannibalism, as a
phenomenon and as a cause for war, has its roots in various mixes of the
components already examined in the human motivational complex.

How mixed these motives are is most gruesomely demonstrated in the
only known civilization that practised cannibalism to any significant
degree: the Aztec empire. With the Aztecs, taking captives for the purpose
of human sacrifice was one of the principal motives for warfare and
assumed a grandiose scale. Aztec warriors were trained to take prisoners in
preference to killing, and subjugated peoples were forced to deliver human
beings in tribute. The victims in their thousands were sacrificed to the gods
on the temples of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital, because the Aztec
religion prescribed that human blood was necessary to keep the sun going
and, thus, life on earth. However, only the victim’s heart was sacrificed.
Priests and warriors then ate from the victim’s flesh in ceremonial feasts,
which took place throughout the city. The cultural materialist anthropolo-
gists Marvin Harris and Michael Harner thus suggested that the real rea-
son for the Aztec human sacrifices, and war complex, was lack of meat.
Mesoamerica possessed no domesticated herbivores for meat supply. The
valley of Mexico was densely populated. Thus, human flesh became an
essential source of protein.”” As with most cultural-materialist explanations,
this interpretation may have some element of truth and is seductively
simple, but it 1s also vastly overdrawn and one sided. There had been major
civilizations in Mesoamerica, including large urban ones in the valley of
Mexico, for 3,000 years before the Aztecs, and, although human sacrifice
and some ritual cannibalism had been practised, none of these civilizations
that we know of had engaged in these practices on such a grandiose scale.
The Aztecs themselves have never been reported to have consumed human
flesh out of the ritualistic context—on the battlefield, for example. If there
was a nutritional element in the unique Aztec case, it amalgamated with
the supernatural-ritualistic element in an integral cultural practice. Which
element was the ‘primary’ one is impossible to tell and it seems almost
meaningless to ask.

Equally, it would be a mistake to suppose that the motive for Aztec
warfare was wholly or even mainly religious. As we see later, the Aztec rulers
and people engaged in warfare for the variety of motives that always
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propelled states and empires to war, in Mesoamerica or elsewhere: resources,
prestige, power, defence, as well as the supernatural and the rest of the
motives already discussed.” Human sacrifice and some cannibalism were
practices rooted in and interacting with the variety of motives in the human
motivational complex.

The Aztec civilization represents an isolated foray from our current dis-
cussion of the ‘human state of nature’. But, indeed, why did cannibalism—
ritualistic or culinary—generally disappear with civilization? Materialists
have reasonably suggested that enslavement replaced massacre and cannibal-
ism as the most profitable use for captives.” However, it should be added
that this development took place in conjunction with an evolutionarily
engrained disinclination among all species—the roots of which we have
already seen—to consume conspecifics as ordinary practice. Contrary to
Harris, cannibalism was never regarded as ordinary meat consumption.*’

PLAYFULNESS, ADVENTURISM,
SADISM, ECSTASY

Finally, for all that we have said up till now about the evolution-shaped
aims of warfare, do people not also fight for no particular purpose, just for
the fun of it, as a sport-like activity, a game, an adventure, and outlet, in
‘expressive warfare’ arising from sheer ‘pugnacity’?

As playing and sports are often regarded—indeed, defined—as ‘purpose-
less’, ‘expressive’, ‘pure fun’ activities,*' let us start with a few words about
their nature. It should be remembered that playing is in no way unique to
humans but is characteristic of all mammals. What is its evolutionary logic?
After all, on the face of it, it is an activity that consumes a great deal of
energy for no apparent gain. In fact, its purpose is physical exercise and
behavioural training for the tasks of life, such as hunting, escaping predators
and natural dangers, fighting, and nurturing, and social co-operation in all
these. For this reason, in all mammalian species it is the young that exhibit
the most active and enthusiastic play behaviour, compared with the more
mature and experienced.” Sports are the same thing with the competitive
element more strongly emphasized. In addition to training, it gives the more
qualified an opportunity to demonstrate their superior abilities and, thus,
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win the esteem of their group members. Adventurism, too, has its evolution-
ary rationale; it is a high-risk/high-gain and explorative behaviour. Again, it
is most prevalent among the young, who still need to find their place in life.
As adaptive behaviours are normally encouraged by emotional gratifications,
play, sports, and some adventure are generally enjoyable.*”

So games and sports are, among other functions, preparation for fighting.
In this light, fighting may even be perpetrated in rare cases as playful training
for more serious fighting. However, the question under consideration is
broader: is not fighting sometimes perpetrated not for any purpose but for
evoking the sort of emotional gratifications associated with play or sport
behaviour, as an adventure to dissipate boredom? Earlier we saw that emo-
tional gratifications serve in nature as proximate, intermediate mechanisms
for the attainment of evolutionary aims, and that this applied to the activity
of fighting as well. However, we also noted that, being, as it is, a highly risky
tactic, fighting evokes deeply negative as well as positive emotional responses
to regulate and switch it on and off. As long as these responses are closely
tied to calculations of evolutionary cost—benefit, as is normally the case,
there is nothing particular to discuss. But do not emotional gratifications
sometimes take on a life of their own in perpetrating fighting, as well as in
other activities? I claim that they do, but as overextension rather than as
negation of the evolutionary logic.

In the first place, it should be borne in mind that even wholly playful or
‘expressive’ fighting behaviour came to be only within a general evolution-
ary context in which conflict is normal and fighting a distinct possibility
and, therefore, a deeply rooted behaviour pattern. In this respect, wholly
‘purposeless’ violence is a ‘misplaced’ or ‘mis-activated’ expression of a
‘normal’, evolutionarily shaped behaviour. I return to this in a moment.
Second, as with accusations of sorcery, it should be noted that even seem-
ingly ‘purposeless’ violence is not purely random. As in Meggitt’s account
of the clashes between the Walbiri and Warramunga in the central Australian
desert, it is much more often directed against aliens or competitors than
against perceived friends.** Thus, again, it is often an extension of, or
‘overreaction’ to, a state of competition and potential conflict.

Still, allowing that some ‘purposeless’, ‘expressive’ violence does exist,
at least marginally, what does it mean to describe it as ‘misplaced’, ‘mis-
activated’, or even ‘deviant’ or ‘abnormal’? Surely this is not to express
moral or any other sort of value judgement. Our only purpose is to under-
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stand this behaviour in the evolutionary context, which, as I have been
claiming, shapes the behaviour of all creatures, including our own basic
drives and emotional mechanisms. What does a ‘misplaced’ or ‘mis-activated’
behaviour mean in this context? It means a behaviour that, while having
an evolutionary root, is expressed out of its evolutionarily ‘designed’ con-
text, and thus normally also in a maladaptive manner. If violent aggression
brings evolutionary benefits, it cannot truly be regarded as purposeless;
on the other hand, truly purposeless aggression is most likely to be maladap-
tive because of the serious risks involved in violent activity. This raises
another question: if a behaviour is activated out of its evolution-shaped
context and is maladaptive, how does it survive rather than be selected
against?

In reality, maladaptive traits are constantly selected against. For this reason,
their prevalence remains marginal. Still, they do exist. As natural selection
has been weeding them out for geological time, why do they still occur at
all? There are several reasons for this. It is not only that natural selection is
perpetual because of mutations, the unique gene recombination that occurs
with every new individual, and changing environmental conditions; the
main reason is that no mechanism, whether purposefully designed by
humans or blindly by natural selection, is ever perfect, 100 per cent efficient,
or fully tuned. As with any other design, the products of natural selection,
for all their marvels, vary greatly in their level of sophistication, have limita-
tions, flaws, and ‘bugs’, can operate only in a proximate manner, and are,
thus, far from optimal and often make ‘wrong’ choices. The only require-
ment that they are bound to meet is that they be good enough to
survive—so long as they survive—in a given environment and facing given
competitive challenges.

Returning to our subject, the emotional mechanisms controlling vio-
lence have all the limitations mentioned above. Among other limitations,
they can be triggered or ‘mis-activated’ into ‘purposeless’, ‘expressive’,
‘spontaneous’, or ‘misdirected’ violence—in some circumstances and some
individuals more than in others. This certainly happens and should be
taken into account. However, as with overeating or sleeplessness—to give
more familiar examples—such behaviour should be understood as a range
of deviation from an evolutionarily shaped norm. Purely ‘expressive’ or
‘purposeless’ violence occurs, but is on the whole marginal to and ‘deviant’
from evolutionarily shaped aggression mechanisms and behaviour.
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Let us take sadism as an example. It can produce all sorts of behaviour—
including fighting—that has no purpose other than sadistic emotional grat-
ification. In such form, however, sadism is relatively rare and originates as a
deviation from evolution-based emotions. In the first place, it deviates from
‘normal’ cruelty, the evolutionary rationale of which is clear: cruelty is the
emotional stimulation to hurt one’s adversary, a drive that, of course, is often
tempered by, and takes a back seat to, other behavioural stimuli and con-
siderations, within the overall behavioural calculus. Of course, let there
be no misunderstanding: ‘normal’ cruelty expresses itself horrendously.
The point is only that it is an evolution-shaped and potentially adaptive
behaviour. In addition to cruelty, sadism often has other roots. As we have
seen, it also derives, and deviates, from the evolution-shaped desire for
superiority over others.

Ecstatic behaviour is another case in point. Ecstasy is a feeling of elation
and transcendence produced by an increasing flow of hormones such as
adrenaline, serotonin, and dopamine. It reduces body sensitivity to pain
and fatigue, raises its energy to a high pitch, and lowers normal inhibitions.
In nature, ecstatic behaviour can be produced during an outstanding bodily
exertion, often associated with struggle and fighting. However, humans very
early on found ways to arouse it ‘artificially’ for the feel-good effect itself—
for instance, through rhythmic dance and singing or by the use of narcotic
substances. Anthropologists have become increasingly aware of the wide-
spread use of narcotics in prehistoric societies, including in warfare.” In
some cases, narcotic substances were used before fighting and in preparation
for it; a few shots of alcohol before an assault was ordinary practice in
most armies until not very long ago. However, in other cases, the ecstatic
condition itself can breed violence; again, drunkenness is a major reason
for, or greatly contributes to, the occurrence of violence in many societies.
Furthermore, in some cases, the sequence can be completely reversed,
and fighting entered into in order to produce ecstatic sensations—for
example, in addition to ‘ordinary’ reasons, such as money, females, social
esteem, and so forth, which, as mentioned earlier, already promotes
adventurism among the young, this motivation plays a prominent role—
often in conjunction with alcohol—in perpetrating the ‘purposeless’ vio-
lence of youth gangs. Again, what we have in these last two categories is a
mostly maladaptive outgrowth and deviation from an evolution-shaped
behavioural pattern.
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In summary, ‘purposeless’, ‘expressive’, ‘playful’ fighting exists in the
motivational complex for war. However, it does not occur as an ‘independ-
ent’, ‘exceptional’ element that seemingly coexists with the evolutionary
rationale, but is both relatively marginal to the norm of evolution-shaped
behaviours and explained by them, even when it deviates from their
adaptive logic.

CONCLUSION

There is a long tradition in anthropology that has failed to see an
adaptive logic behind ‘primitive warfare’. In a curious reversal of the
evolutionary rationale, some anthropologists believe warfare to have been
an essentially non-adaptive trait in the human state of nature, which has
only begun to ‘pay off” with the coming of agriculture and the state. One
representative of this tradition, C. R. Hallpike, writes:

Why, then, is primitive warfare so common if it is not adaptive? The answer is
clearly that there are a number of very widespread factors that lead to it: the
aggressive propensities of young males, lack of effective social control in
acephalous societies, mutual suspicions between different groups, revenge,
the self-maintaining properties of social system, problems in developing
mediatory institutions, religious associations between success in warfare and
vitality in general, and so on.*

But why 1s it that young men have such aggressive propensities? Why does a
lack of social control and mediatory institutions lead to warfare if no under-
lying conflict exists? Why should there be any mutual suspicion at all under
these circumstances? What triggers revenge in the first place? Why are
religion and vitality associated with success in war? Finally, is the widespread
occurrence of intraspecific fighting among animals also to be regarded as
non-adaptive? These questions failed even to be asked, let alone answered.
The untenable notion that, in the highly competitive evolutionary state of
nature, fighting occurred ‘just so’ as a ‘ritualistic’ and ‘expressive’, purpose-
less activity, to satisfy ‘psychological’ needs with no basis in the practical
conditions of life, has gained much currency.

One reason why Hallpike, like many others, has tied himself in these
strange knots is his erroneous belief that not only was there little to fight
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about in primitive society, but also that figchting was in any case wholly
ineffective as an expression of competition, because it did not lead to con-
quest and extermination.”” Again, the concept of ‘ritualistic fighting’ has
been mostly responsible for distorting perceptions on the subject. We see
more about this as I turn to examine the patterns of fighting in the human
evolutionary state of nature.
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‘Primitive Warfare’: How Was
It Done?

The decision whether or not to opt for fighting is based in nature
on an evolution-shaped calculus of cost—benefit, on the assessment of risks
versus potential gains. I have systematically covered the benefit side in
humans, what people in the state of nature fight for, which, as in nature at
large, boils down to somatic and reproductive motives, and the proximate
and derivative motives built upon them. I now turn to the cost side, and
here, as well, I claim that the ‘human state of nature’ is fundamentally not
very different from the general state of nature.

With respect to both aboriginal humans and other animal species, a
persistent illusion prevailed during the 1960s and early 1970s, fostered by
Konrad Lorenz, that intraspecific fighting was ‘ritualized’—that is, consisted
mainly of display and, in any case, rarely involved killing. As mentioned
before, with regard to both humans and animals, this illusion has been
dispelled by later research that has found a great deal of intraspecific killing
taking place in many species. The reason for the earlier error was that
serious violence was initiated only under conditions that minimized a prot-
agonist’s prospects of being hurt itself. Hence the relative rarity of serious
‘open battle’—our customary measure of fighting—among humans and
animals in nature, as opposed to other, less conspicuous forms of intraspe-
cific killing. Violence becomes a more attractive proposition the lower the
risk of heavy costs to oneself. Thus, the principle of deadly violence in
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nature is fighting against weakness, only at highly favourable odds—
asymmetrical fighting.'

Hence the pattern of violent conflict between two adult animals. Much
of it consists of display, intended to impress the other with one’s strength
and ferocity in order to persuade it to give up the fight. Some serious
fighting regularly takes place to prove the point if mere demonstration is not
enough. In this fighting, severe and often lethal wounds can be inflicted.
However, once one side recognizes defeat and withdraws, the winner in
most (though not all) cases does not persist to finish off its adversary. The
reason for this is not intraspecific benevolence, especially when the fight
does not involve close kin or same-group members that benefit from mutual
co-operation. Animals would normally avoid fights to the finish with com-
petitors from other species as well. The reason is the risk of serious wounds to
oneself from a continuation of a fight with a defeated but desperate and still
heavily armed opponent. Such wounds not only may be dangerous in them-
selves, but can also reduce the winner’s ability to obtain food and weaken it
vis-a-vis other rivals, which might take advantage of its plight. As there is no
social security in nature, any serious wound might mean starvation. Thus,
once the object of the fight has been secured with the rival’s defeat and
withdrawal, the cost-benefit calculus changes in most cases against the con-
tinuation of the fight. Indeed, animals have no qualms about riskless killing
of the much weaker and helpless of their kind, as well as of other competing
species. As mentioned earlier, most intraspecific killing is done against
defenceless cubs and chicks that are not one’s own, either for reproductive
reasons or to weed out future competitors for food.

In the ‘human state of nature’ as well, most serious attempts at killing and
most killings are done when the victims of the attack can be caught helpless,
relatively defenceless, and, above all, little capable of effectively harming
the attackers. Hence the pattern of so-called primitive warfare, which is,
again, remarkably uniform and manifests itself regularly with any society of
hunter—gatherers and primitive agriculturalists studied. There is some
tendency in anthropology for particular, mostly recently studied and
well-publicized cases, to dominate scholarly attention at a given time. Con-
sequently, the pattern of ‘primitive warfare’ has been ‘rediscovered’
independently with little if any variation, generation after generation, by
various scholars observing different societies. The most notable examples
are the North American Indians, the Alaskan Eskimos, the Australian
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Aborigines, the highlanders of Papua New Guinea, and the Yanomamo.
Indeed, even before anthropologists took over, this pattern had been widely
discerned by Europeans during the period of western discovery and expan-
sion. As Adam Ferguson wrote in his An Essay on the History of Civil Society
(1767), reterring to ‘the rude nations of America’:

Their ordinary method of making war is by ambuscade; and they strive, by
over-reaching and enemy, to commit the greatest slaughter, or to make the
greatest number of prisoners, with the least hazard to themselves. They deem it
a folly to expose their own persons in assaulting an enemy, and do not rejoice
in victories which are stained in the blood of their own people. They do not
value themselves, as in Europe, on defying their enemy upon equal terms.

I now attempt to outline the pattern of ‘primitive warfare’. As before, I
give priority to the evidence from hunter—gatherers’ warfare, which reflects
the vast timespan of the evolution-shaped ‘human state of nature’. Similar
evidence from primitive agriculturalists will be cited only in support;in this
respect in particular they show no significant change from hunter—gatherers.

BATTLE, AMBUSH, RAID

In 1930, W. Lloyd Warner, studying the Aboriginal Murngin hunter—
gatherers of Arnhem Land in Australia’s Northern Territories, fully laid out
the pattern of ‘primitive warfare’. Little of significance on the subject has
since been added to his excellent account. Warner described a whole scale
of violent conflicts, ranging from individual feuds to conflicts of small
groups, a clan, and several clans (tribal). To summarize his findings, on all
scales the pattern was the same: face-to-face confrontations were usually
mostly demonstrative and low in casualties, but a great deal of killing was
done by surprise, mostly during unilateral actions.

Let us start with face-to-face confrontations. Feuds by individuals, often
aided by kin, were very frequent, resulting from reasons that have already
been discussed, mostly relating to women. Both sides were armed, and strong
words were often followed by blows with clubs and by spear throwing.
However, both sides were held back by their kin and friends and prevented
from getting to grips with or seriously hurting each other. In fact:

116



‘Primitive Warfare’: How Was It Done?

The contestants usually depend upon this, and talk much ‘harder’ (dal) to
each other than they would if they knew they were going to be allowed to
have a free play at each other. . . . They are able, by remonstrating with their
friends and struggling to get free from them, to vent their outraged emotions
and prove to the community that no one can impinge upon their rights
without a valiant effort being made to prevent this from happening. Obvi-
ously there is a certain amount of bluff in the conduct of the contestants on
some occasions . . . few killings ever result.?

Conflict between clans or tribes, too, could lead to face-to-face confron-
tations, or battles, the place and time of which were normally agreed upon
in advance. Here, as well, the combatants hardly ever closed in on each other.
The two opposing dispersed lines stood at a spear-throwing distance, about
50 feet, hurling spears at one another while dodging the enemy’s spears. In
some cases, such battles were intended in advance to put an end to a conflict
and were thus truly ‘ceremonial’, with the spear throwing restrained and
mixed with ceremonial dances. Once blood was spilt, or even before, the
grievances were seen as settled, and the battle was terminated. However,
sometimes even these ceremonial fights could escalate into real battles, in
the heat of conflict, by accident, or by treachery. Furthermore,in many other
cases, true battles were intended from the start. Still, as the opposing parties
kept a safe distance from each other, casualties were normally low even in
these real battles. An exception could occur when trickery was used, as, for
example, when one party hid a group of warriors who then attacked the
other party by ambush on the flank or rear. Then, heavy casualties could
ensue.

However, the most lethal and common form of warfare was the raid,
using surprise and taking place mostly at night. This could be carried out by
individuals or small groups, who intended to kill a specific enemy, or mem-
bers of a specific family, usually when their victims were asleep in camp.
Although these raids were small-scale affairs, they often resulted in casualties.
The raid could also be conducted on a large scale, by raiding parties coming
from whole clans or tribes. In such cases, the camp of the attacked party
could be surrounded, and its unprepared, often sleeping, dwellers massacred
indiscriminately (except for women who could be abducted). By far the
most killings in ‘primitive warfare’ were registered in these larger raids. In
Warner’s study, 35 people were killed in large-scale raids, 27 in small-scale
raids, 29 in large battles in which ambushes were used, 3 in ordinary battles,
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and 2 in individual face-to-face encounters.* Both battles and raids were
prepared for and ended with elaborate ritualistic and shamanist activity.
People painted themselves in war colours, both as part of this activity and in
order to terrify the enemy.

Although Warner’s comprehensive study is singular in being specifically
dedicated to warfare, the evidence from other studies of the Aborigines
indicate that the pattern that he describes held true all over Australia,in both
well-watered and arid environments.” For example, in addition to numerous
raids, ambushes, and feuds, William Buckley describes some dozen major
face-to-face encounters among the Aboriginal tribes with whom he lived
in 1803-35. These were conducted mainly with throwing of spears and
boomerangs and, although lasting for hours, they regularly resulted in only
one to three people dead. Casualties in raids were similar, unless a whole
camp was surprised:

The contests between the Watouronga, of Geelong, and the Warrorongs, of
the Yarra, were fierce and bloody. I have accompanied the former in their
attacks on the latter. When coming suddenly upon them in the night, they
have destroyed without mercy men, women and children.®

Although names obviously change, and anthropologists’ descriptive cat-
egories can vary slightly (I have not stuck to Warner’s original ones either),
the pattern of ‘primitive warfare’ manifests itself independently everywhere.
The main difference from Aboriginal Australia is that other parts of the
world had the bow, the only effect of which was to increase the range of
engagement even further. The other great ‘pure’ laboratory of hunter—
gatherers, the American north-west coast, again serves as a prime example.
Here the canoe played a major role as a means of movement, and villages
were more permanent and fortified, but the overall pattern of warfare
remained the same. The following are some select citations from otherwise
fairly similar accounts of north-west coast warfare. The German geogra-
phers and ethnographers Aurel and Arthur Krause noted in 1878-9 ‘the
almost endless enmities between individuals as well as tribes and clans’. They
observed that ‘the Tlingit does not have personal courage to face obvious
danger’. Thus ‘open warfare was usually avoided, but if one tribe made
war on another, it was done mostly by setting up an ambush or attack by
night’. ‘Ceremonial’ battles were sometimes agreed upon to bring a conflict
to an end.” According to Franz Boas: ‘The Indians avoided open warfare
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but endeavored to surprise the helpless or unsuspecting and unarmed
victim. . . . Individuals also attacked their enemies, not in open battle,
but from ambush.” The main form of warfare was the raid on the enemy’s
village, which was frequently devastating even though villages were often

fortified:

The enemy was attacked early in the morning, when it was still dark. . . . The
attacking party rarely met with resistance, because they always tried to sur-
prise the enemy while asleep. . . . When the men were killed, their heads were
cut off with their war axes. They burned the village. Women who pleased the
warriors, and children, were taken as slaves.®

Philip Drucker also noted that ‘weapons, tactics, trophies, and other
details were alike in feuds and wars’. ‘The favorite tactics was the familiar
American Indian night raid.” Frontal attacks were carried out only out of
necessity, when a raiding party was itself surprised and came under devastat-
ing fire with the water to its back and little option of retreat:

Other and more successful, tactics were variations on the encirclement
theme. . . . Another sort of tactics was that of out-and-out treachery. . . . The
technique usually consisted in offering peace, and suggesting a marriage be
arranged to cement the new tranquillity. At some stage of the festivities, the
plotters arranged to have their men distributed among the foe, each trying to
maneuver himself into a place on the right of his intended victim so that he
would be able to whip out a dagger or club to strike him down when the war
chief gave a certain signal.

As Drucker concludes:

If we evaluate Nootkan warfare on the basis of its effectiveness, we must grant
it considerable efficiency. The Hisau’ishth and the Otsosat were extermin-
ated within recent times; the groups inhabiting Muchalat Arm were reduced
from several hundred to less than forty persons, and other groups are said to
have been wiped out completely in ancient days, all by the type of warfare

described.’

Eskimo warfare on the Alaskan coast followed a similar pattern. According
to E. W. Nelson:

Previous to the arrival of the Russians on the Alaskan shore of Bering sea the
Eskimo waged an almost constant intertribal warfare; at the same time, along
the line of contact with the Tinné tribes of the interior, a bitter feud was
always in existence. The people of the coast . . . have many tales of villages
destroyed by war parties of Tinné. . . . Several Tinné were killed by Malemut
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while hunting reindeer on the strip of uninhabited tundra lying between the
districts occupied by the two peoples.

.. . [A] favorite mode of carrying on their ancient warfare was to lie in ambush
near a village until night and then to creep up and close the passage-way to
the kashim, thus confining the men within, and afterwards shooting them
with arrows through the smoke hole in the roof. Sometimes the women were
put to death, at other times they were taken home by the victors; but the men
and the boys were always killed.

Normally, the men ‘would set out stealthily to surprise the enemy during
the night. If they failed in this an open battle ensued’."

Oswalt portrays a similar picture,'’ as does Burch,'? who writes that ‘the
general pattern of warfare was the same throughout the Northwest Alaskan
area’. Again, raiding was the principal method of warfare. Open face-to-face
fighting was entered into only under conditions of clear superiority, or
when the sides accidentally bumped into each other, mainly en route to a
raid. Both Nelson and Burch agree that in such cases a fire-fight began: ‘the
early stages of these confrontations were rather ritualized affairs in which
the men jumped about with stiff-legged movements and taunted one
another, arrows nocked and poised for firing.”"” This could go on for hours,
with intervals for rest sometimes declared. According to Burch, the sides
could then close on each other, although there seems to be some disagree-
ment between him and his informers on how serious things really became at
this stage. He specifically acknowledges that they told him that their ances-
tors had much preferred fire to shock tactics in these battles. Still, he specu-
lates that the closing-in stage ‘must have’ involved close-quarters fighting
with clubs and similar weapons, which led to serious killing. Nelson, for his
part, writes about the battle almost exclusively in terms of arrow shooting.
Although his description may sometimes also give the impression of sub-
stantial casualties, he never specifically says so. According to Robert Spencer:
‘such “battles” seem always to have been indecisive.”"*

The similar tactical methods of the Great Plains Indians, both before and
after their adoption of the horse, are so extensively documented as to have
become a world-famous folklore. According to Marian Smith: “Whether a
war party consisted of one warrior or a man and one or two of his most
intimate friends, or of one to four hundred warriors, or even of the whole
tribe the purpose and general form of its procedure did not change.” The
night raid and dawn attack were the norm. ‘The mortality in Plains fighting
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was highest when attack took the enemy unprepared. . . . In such cases the
weaker groups were often completely annihilated. The mortality of pitched
battles, which was of more frequent occurrence than is generally supposed,
was considerably lower.” The reason for this was that ‘Unnecessary
endangering of lives was . . . avoided’.”” According to Robert Mishkin: ‘the
form of warfare preferred on the Plains [was] the surprise attack. . . . Such
surprise attacks . . . did not permit concerted defense. . . . One side attacked
stealthily and the other side was more or less compelled to suffer the attack
and to retaliate later, if possible, when the victors were themselves unprepared
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and unsuspecting.”” John Ewers, specifically documenting the historical and

archaeological evidence for Plains Indian warfare before contact, writes:

The greatest damage was done when a large war party surprised, attacked, and
wiped out a small hunting camp . . . casualties were few in pitched battles
between relatively equal numbers of warriors. There was no close contact in
these large battles. The opposing forces formed lines facing each other, barely
within arrow range. They protected themselves behind large rawhide shields,
and shot arrows from their long bows. They also wore body armor of several
thicknesses of rawhide. . . . Darkness generally brought an end to the battle."”

In an excellent study, Frank Secoy describes the same pattern of pre-horse—
pre-gun fighting. There was the generally preferred destructive raid, and
there was the battle, which was a two-stage affair. In the first stage, the sides
confronted each other in two long lines for hours, shooting arrows while
protecting themselves behind their shields. Next, they could close in. As in
Burch’s case, there is a disagreement between Secoy and his source as to what
happened then. He suggests that usually a brief and bloody hand-to-hand
struggle took place. However, according to his sole source, the famous testi-
mony of the 75- to 80-year-old Blackfoot Saukamappee, given in 1787-8:

On both sides several were wounded, but none lay on the ground; and night
put an end to the battle, without a scalp being taken on either side, and in
those days such was the result, unless one party was more numerous than the
other. The great mischief of war then, was as now, by attacking and destroying
small camps of ten to thirty tents.'®

Napoleon Chagnon attracted great attention to the pattern of ‘primitive
warfare’ with his classic study of the Yanomamo. The Yanomamo were
hunters and primitive horticulturalists rather than pure hunter—gatherers,
but their methods of warfare were not very different. In fact, although the
Yanomamo were dubbed ‘the fierce people’ by Chagnon, lived constantly
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The Yanomamo:

A club fight over infidelity. Wounds to the head and blood flows are evident

under the threat of warfare, and had very high rates of violent death, their
patterns of warfare—at least as described by Chagnon for the time that he
stayed with them—were even more small scale than elsewhere. Their rhet-
oric aside, the ‘fierce people’ were very reluctant to expose themselves to
danger."” Face-to-face confrontations were strongly regulated, taking a
tournament-like form, to avoid fatal injuries as much as possible. The ant-
agonists in a conflict, either individuals or groups, faced each other,
exchanging blows in turn. Depending on the gravity of the grievance that
ignited the confrontation, the exchange of blows escalated in form. The
mildest form, with bare hands, was chest pounding, which the antagonists
inflicted in rotation on each other. Next came side slapping, also with bare
hands. Then came the club fight, which obviously resulted in much more
severe injuries but rarely in fatalities. Finally, formal, prearranged, spear-
throwing battles were very rare, let alone those involving arrow shooting.
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A raiding party is assembling. Note the war body paint, practically a universal feature
in tribal society

Again, it is the fear of being killed rather than killing that restricted the
Yanomamo in their face-to-face encounters. Killing was principally done by
stealth. As Chagnon writes, the raid was “warfare proper’, carried out mostly
at night and unleashed at dawn.”” The large-scale raid to encircle and annihi-
late a camp or a village, which we saw elsewhere, does not figure in Chag-
non’s account. Instead, the Yanomamo experienced incessant raids and
counter-raids, which, even if they involved a substantial numbers of war-
riors, usually ended in a hasty retreat after the raiding party succeeded in
killing one or few individuals who strayed out of camp or by shooting arrows
into it. However, if killings in each raid were few, they accumulated rapidly.
As Chagnon writes, the village where he stayed ‘was being raided actively by
about a dozen different groups while I conducted my fieldwork, groups that
raided it about 25 times in a period of 15 months’.*' Sometimes, the pressure
of war and casualties forced the inhabitants of a village to leave it and find
shelter in other villages (obviously at a price). The enemy then destroyed
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their dwellings and gardens. Finally, extensive killing could also take place in
‘treacherous feasts’ of the kind already seen.*

The world’s largest and most isolated concentration of primitive agricul-
turalists is to be found in the highlands of New Guinea. The native peoples
had not been contacted by Europeans or any other outsiders until the mid-
dle of the twentieth century and even later. For this reason, they attracted
much anthropological attention. Living in clans that consisted of a few
hundred people each and in clusters of clans that could reach thousands, the
highlanders inhabited valley communities separated by rugged and forested
mountains and spoke about 700 different languages (out of the world’s
roughly 5,000 extant languages). They constantly had to face the threat or
the actuality of warfare, which was still taking place among them until
contact. Indeed, it was the perpetual risk of warfare, more than its occasional
occurrence, that created a permanent state of insecurity and preparedness
among them. Here again, warfare took the form that we know only too
well, described independently by anthropologists more or less contempor-
aneously with Chagnon’s study of the Yanomamo.”

The familiar, formal, prearranged battles between communities involved
arrow shooting or spear throwing from afar, with the combatants taking
cover behind large shields. Called ‘small fights’ or ‘nothing fights’ by the
Maring, one of those highland peoples, these battles were noisy and could
last days and even weeks, but they were much like ‘tourneys’ (tournaments),
and ‘deaths or serious injuries in them were rare’.”* Sometimes, ‘nothing
fights’ could escalate to ‘true fights’ involving close-quarter weapons such as
spears and axes. Still, the combatants rarely closed in to come to grips with
each other in a true meélée. The battle remained static, with the sides
exchanging blows behind their shields, while keeping back and taking care
not to expose themselves or to be caught isolated. Thus warfare could
proceed for weeks or even months without heavy casualties. Battles would
be abandoned when it rained or when the combatants felt that they needed
a rest. Often the battles were a vent for grievances and, through the verbal
communication made possible by the concentration of the people on the
battlefield, opened the way to an armistice. As seen in Australia, substantial
casualties ensued only in those relatively rare cases in which the enemy was
surprised from the back by an ambush or by approaching allies. In such cases,
a ‘rout’ could occur, with the warriors and their families escaping their
village, which was then destroyed by the victors.
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Battle scenes from New Guinea. These most typical photos are possibly the only
existing ones of a globally attested occurrence. They were taken in the early 1960s, when
state rule in the region was still nominal. Casualties in such face-to-face confrontations

were usually low because the sides kept their distance from each other. However,

extensive killing took place in raids and ambushes



‘Watchtower overlooking in the direction of neighbouring groups. Since conflict and
violent death were rife in pre-state societies, insecurity was the norm, affecting every
aspect of daily life
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But, again, the most lethal form of warfare in highland New Guinea was
the raid. This could be carried out by individuals or small groups settling
‘private affairs’, or by whole clans. Conducted mostly at night and climaxing
at dawn, the raiders strove to catch the enemy asleep and kill as many of
them as possible, particularly the men but also women and children. In most
cases, if the raiding party was not large enough, the raiders quickly withdrew
before the enemy could regain its nerve and fight back. However, sometimes
‘these tactics could annihilate the manpower of an enemy clan’ in one
stroke, and literally drive it to extinction.” As on the north-west coast of
America, many villages in highland New Guinea were surrounded by pali-
sades and obstacles for protection, and in some cases watchtowers were built.
Sites that were difficult to access were favoured. Strangers were feared and
suspected, and trespassing between communities carried the risk of death
and was generally avoided. Treachery on visits also occurred and could result
in many casualties. When a ‘rout’ or a devastating raid took place, the
defeated side, which was driven out of its home village, could either recover
after a while and return with the support of its allies, perhaps losing some
land, or sometimes it was permanently vanquished, with its land annexed by
the victors.

Studies of other ‘tribal’ societies, such as the Higi of the Nigerian—
Cameroon border area and the Montenegrins, draw a remarkably similar
picture.”® In all the cases described and everywhere else, as with the Abo-
riginal Australians mentioned first, elaborate ritualistic activity took place
before, after, and often during warfare—to enlist supernatural support, to let
the dead know that they were being avenged, and to purify the warriors
who had killed. People painted themselves for war and often wore a specially
adorned war dress.

ASYMMETRICAL, FIRST-STRIKE KILLING

It has been demonstrated here that the pattern of fighting in the
‘human state of nature’ largely paralleled that of the state of nature in gen-
eral. With both humans and animals, serious, deadly, face-to-face fighting
was rare, not because of intraspecific benevolence but to avoid the risk to
oneself and to one’s close kin; it should be remembered that in calling for
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a violent venture one predominantly relied on close kin to join. Consider-
able intraspecific killing did take place, but it was carried out against the
weak and defenceless who could not fight back effectively. Thus deadly
fighting was normally asymmetrical, with the casualties overwhelmingly
concentrated on the receiving end. However, at this point, there was a
difference between humans and other animal species. Among animals, it is
mostly the young that stand at the receiving end of intraspecific killing,
whereas adults—although sometimes fatally wounded in a fight—are rela-
tively secure. By contrast, among humans, although women and children
were often killed, it was mainly the men fighters themselves who suffered
most of the casualties. With humans, too, deadly fighting was asymmetrical,
in the sense that it was conducted under conditions in which the enemy
were caught helpless and unable to fight back, mostly by surprise. However,
among humans, the asymmetry regularly rotated, with the receiving and
inflicting ends changing places: the helpless victim of today’s raid was him-
self the raider tomorrow. Thus the adult fighters themselves bore the brunt
of the casualties, although normally not simultaneously but each side in its
turn. What 1s the source of this difference between humans and other
animal species?

Mutual deterrence, which is generally effective among adult animals, fails
in humans under certain conditions, specified above, because of that princi-
pal threat to deterrence: first-strike capability. Why do humans possess it to a
much larger degree than other animal species? It is because of the most
distinctive human capability: tool making. The more advanced the capabil-
ity became, the more lethal humans became, while, at the same time, the
more their physique became slender because tools replaced muscles, bones,
and teeth; Homo sapiens sapiens is more slightly built than the Neanderthal
and Homo erectus, who in turn were less muscled than the great apes. In short,
the growth in human offensive capability was linked with a steady decrease
in their natural defences.

Some scholars have already sought a connection between human intra-
specific lethality and the unique human tool-making capability. Initially,
however, this was done in the wrong way. Lorenz and Desmond Morris, for
instance, suggested that the development of weapons in human evolution
was so rapid that it overtook normal inhibitions against intraspecific killing.”’
However, in the first place, humans have been using tools as weapons for
millions of years, more than ample time for any evolutionary adaptation to
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take place—we have changed dramatically over that time period. Second, no
inhibitions against intraspecific killing, of the sort presumed by Lorenz and
Morris, do in fact exist in nature. Third, despite their weapons, humans in
the state of nature continued to avoid serious face-to-face encounters, as do
animals. Thus it was also not the ability to fight from a safe distance that
changed things, as some other scholars have suggested. In face-to-face
fighting, mutual deterrence continued to work quite effectively, as it does
with animals, with the increased distance that the fighters kept between
themselves and the enemy ensuring their relative safety.

Where human special intraspecific vulnerability mostly revealed itself was
when the attack came by surprise. This was very different from the con-
ditions prevailing among animals. Not only is it more difficult among most
animal species to get close to a rival without being noticed, because of more
acute senses, but also it is above all more difficult to finish off a conspecific in
one stroke even if surprise is achieved. As mentioned earlier, animals are
more strongly built because their bodies are their weapons; furthermore,
their weapons are ‘on them’ and, therefore, are constantly ready for use. By
contrast, if humans can be caught unarmed, they are at a tremendous dis-
advantage and are extremely vulnerable. Humans thus became quintessential
first-strike creatures. As with other animal species, they normally did not
seriously fight conspecifics on the open battlefield for fear of being hurt
themselves. However, unlike other animal species, they were able to kill
adult conspecifics by surprise, when their adversaries were unarmed and
vulnerable.™

And kill they did. As with other animal species, mortality from intraspe-
cific violence was very substantial among humans in the state of nature, with
the difference that the adult fighters themselves took much more of the
punishment. Estimates of hunter—gatherers’ mortality rates in fighting
before the coming of state authority are inherently tenuous, yet they tally
remarkably with one another, even though they were formed wholly
independently from each other, a fact that greatly enhances their aggregate,
cumulative validity. We have already encountered some of the relevant data
here and there. For the Murngin of Arnhem Land during a period of 20
years, Warner estimated this rate at 200 men of a total population of 3,000 of
both sexes, of whom approximately 700 were men. This amounts to about
30 per cent of the men. Violent mortality among the women and children is
not mentioned. Pilling’s estimate of at least 10 per cent killed among the
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Tiwi men in one decade comes within the same range. Kimber’s estimate,
for a generation, of 5 per cent mortality in fighting in arid areas and about
6.5 per cent in well-watered ones refers to violent mortality in relation to
the entire population’s overall mortality rates. It also suggests a very high
violent mortality rate.”” The Plains Indians showed a deficit of 50 per cent
for the men in the Blackfoot tribe in 1805 and a 33 per cent deficit in
1858.” Even among the Eskimos of the central Canadian Arctic, who
lacked group warfare, violent death, in so-called blood feuds and homicide,
was estimated by one authority at one per 1,000 per year, 10 times the US
peak rate of 1990. As Jean Briggs has revealingly written: ‘Readers of Cana-
dian Inuit ethnography, my own Never in Anger (1970) in particular, have
sometimes concluded that Inuit are always and everywhere pacific. Nothing
could be farther from the truth.”' The rate for the !Kung Bushmen of the
Kalahari, the famous ‘harmless people’, was 0.29 per 1,000 per year, and had
been 0.42 before the coming of firm state authority.>

The somewhat better data that exist for primitive agriculturalists basically
tell the same story as those for the hunter—gatherers. As mentioned earlier,
among the Yanomamo about 15 per cent of the adults died as a result of
inter- and intragroup violence: 24 per cent of the males and 7 per cent of the
females.” The Waorani (Auca) of the Ecuadorian Amazon, who resemble
the Yanomamo in their subsistence patterns and in the causes and style of
fighting, hold the registered world record: more than 60 per cent of adult
deaths over five generations were caused by feuding and warfare.” In high-
land Papua New Guinea independent estimates are again very similar:
among the Dani, 28.5 per cent of the men and 2.4 per cent of the women
have been reckoned to have died violently.”” Among the Enga, 34.8 per cent
of the men have been estimated to have met the same fate; Meggitt had
records of 34 wars among them in 50 years;”® among the Hewa, killing was

7 among the Goilala, whose total

estimated at 7.78 per 1,000 per year;’
population was barely over 150, there were 29 (predominantly men) killed
during a period of 35 years;* among the lowland Gebusi, 35.2 per cent of
the men and 29.3 per cent of the women fell victim to homicide; the high
rate for the women may be explained by the fact that killing was mainly
related to failure to reciprocate in sister exchange marriage.” Violent death
in tribal Montenegro at the beginning of the twentieth century was
estimated at 25 per cent.”” Archaeology unearths similar finds. In the late

prehistoric Indian site of Madisonville, Ohio, 22 per cent of the adult male
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skulls had wounds and 8 per cent were fractured.”' In a prehistoric cemet-
ery site in Illinois, 16 per cent of the individuals buried there had met a
violent death.*

All this suggests that average human violent mortality rates among adults
in the state of nature may have been in the order of 15 per cent (25 per cent
for the men); extremely sparse populations living in areas where resources
were diffuse probably occupied the lower part of the scale, but not by a very
wide margin. Furthermore, as Meggitt observes with respect to both the
Australian Aborigines and New Guinea Enga highlanders, most of the men
carried wound marks and scars, and regarded them as a matter of course.*
Chagnon portrays the same picture for the Yanomamo. At least in this
respect, Hobbes was closer to the truth than Rousseau about the human
state of nature.

Did the emergence of the state reduce violent mortality rates? In contrast
to the Rousseauite anthropological imagination, some scholars have
claimed that modern wars, despite their massive death tolls, have a much less
lethal demographic effect overall than did pre-state fighting.** State warfare
altered the patterns of fighting in ways that I examine later, and at least by
significantly reducing intragroup violence—that is, ‘blood feuds’ and
‘homicide’—seems also to have reduced overall violent death rates. Statistical
comparisons are again very tenuous. But the key factor seems to be the level
of the population’s exposure to war, either by direct (male) participation or
through violence against non-combatants. Violent mortality has thus been a
factor of warfare’s totality. The more total the state warfare, the more its
death rate has approached pre-state lethality.

In the Second Punic War (218-202 BC), ancient Rome’s most devastating
conflict, of which we have relatively good census and other demographic
statistics, Rome (and Italy) lost, according to one minimalist estimate, at least
17 if not more than 20 per cent of its adult male population.® But a calamity
of such magnitude was exceptional. Some parts of Germany are estimated to
have suffered even greater demographic losses during the Thirty Years War
(1618—48). In relation to the general mortality, death in war in France, one
of the most war-like nations in Europe, is estimated by one source at 1.1 per
cent in the seventeenth century, 2.7 per cent in the eighteenth century, 3
per cent in the nineteenth century, and 6.3 per cent in the first three
decades of the twentieth century.* In the American Civil War 1.3 per cent
of the population were either killed or wounded. In the First World War
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about 3 per cent of both the French and German populations died, repre-
senting roughly 15 per cent of the adult males. In the Second World War
over 15 per cent of the Soviet Union’s population perished, and around 5
per cent in Germany. However, when averaged over time, even the dreadful
figures from these cataclysmic events fall short of those for primitive
societies.

If, overall, state wars have indeed been less lethal than pre-state fighting,
this may help to explain the observations by some leading authorities that
human intraspecific killing is in fact much smaller than that of any mam-
malianspeciesstudied.” They referred to the violent mortality rates of modern
societies. Tellingly, the gap between humans and other animal species closes
when we go back to the ‘human state of nature’. As with the state of nature
in general, the ‘human state of nature’ was indeed, after all, highly insecure
and fraught with violent death.

All the same, as we have seen, possessing a unique intraspecific first-strike
capability (whose inherent instability has attracted so much attention in the
nuclear age), the human adult fighters were rotationally on the receiving as
well as on the inflicting end of nature’s normal asymmetrical killing. They
engaged in high-casualty stealth warfare, in which today’s killer could be
tomorrow’s victim. True first-strike capability gives an enormous advantage
to the side that strikes first, and thus, theoretically, almost forces one to
pre-empt; because in the absence of a higher, regulating authority, or other
security mechanisms, the protagonists are again locked in the ‘security
dilemma’ variant of the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’, where none of them can be
guaranteed that the other would not strike first if one refrained from doing
so. If annihilation or a major reduction of the enemy’s strength is in fact
achieved, so much the better. If not, then tit for tat might follow until mutual
deterrence is re-established and killing is stopped by agreement. Such killing
often appears senseless. But as we have seen, the conflict situation in itself
regularly forces the antagonists to escalate beyond their original competitive
motives.



7

Conclusion: Fighting in the
Evolutionary State of Nature

The human state of nature, examined in this part, is crucially differ-
ent from the concept of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The old
concept, which still underlies anthropological discussion of ‘primitive
warfare’, refers to pre-state peoples, thereby lumping together hunter—
gatherers and pre-state agriculturalists. However, for more than 100 years,
palaeoanthropology, palaecoarchaeology, and evolutionary theory have been
revealing that these two categories cannot be treated in such an indiscrimin-
ate manner. The hunter—gatherer way of life, while, of course, also evolving a
great deal over the genus Homo’s two-million-year history, covers 99.5 per
cent of that history. It encompasses more than 90 per cent of the history of
the species Homo sapiens sapiens, depending on the particular timing of the
adoption of agriculture by each group of our species, a development that in
some of them, of course, never happened. Agriculture is a recent cultural
invention, starting in the most pioneering groups of our species only some
10,000 years ago, and having little effect on human biology. Thus, in the
light of modern scientific understanding, to speak in a meaningful manner
about the human state of nature is to address human adaptations to the
human natural habitats, which are responsible for the human biological
inheritance. Our concept, therefore, is the evolutionary human state of nature.
Primitive agriculturalists, particularly those who, similar to hunter—gatherers,
lived in relatively small and dispersed groups, relied heavily on hunting
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for subsistence, and did not experience arable land shortage as a main
somatic stress, may exhibit significant continuities with the hunter—gatherer
way of life, which in many respects can make them useful for the study
of the human state of nature. However, such an extension must be done
with discrimination, and the similarity certainly cannot be assumed
automatically.

The human state of nature is revealed to be fundamentally no different
from the state of nature in general. However, what exactly either of them is
has been a matter of considerable disputes. Regarding the state of nature in
general, Konrad Lorenz claimed that intraspecific fighting was mostly
demonstrative and stopped short of killing. He thought that this was a result
of intraspecific inhibitions intended to preserve the species, and his view
dominated during the 1960s and much of the 1970s. However, since then
both zoological observations and evolutionary theory have turned against
his thesis. It has been revealed that intraspecific killing is widespread in
nature, but is mostly directed against the young who are too weak to fight
back. Conspecifics are in fact each other’s main competitors, vying as they
are for the same mates and resources. However, adult conspecifics are also of
roughly the same order of strength and are therefore particularly dangerous
to each other. Fighting generally stops when one of the sides yields, because
self-preservation imposes restraint on the victor. Killing in nature is nor-
mally done against the defenceless, when the odds are heavily tilted and little
risk is involved.

The argument about the human state of nature is much older, formulated
in the way that it is by Hobbes and Rousseau. Concentrating on two vast
pure ‘conservations’ of recently extant hunter—gatherers—the Australian
continent and the American north-west coast—in which the ‘contact
paradox’ with agriculturalists, civilization, or westerners can be practically
eliminated, we have found that Hobbes was closer to the truth. As with
other animal species, humans regularly fought among themselves in the
state of nature. Thus, it was not the advent of agriculture or civiliz-
ation that inaugurated warfare. During the Palaeolithic period, hunter—
gatherers inhabited the richest ecological niches of the world and were not
as thinly dispersed to the point of minimizing contact among them, as
some of today’s marginalized hunter—gatherers are. They were never free-
rangers in a vast ‘common land’, but were in fact ‘restricted nomads’ within
their native and jealously guarded territories. They lived in small kin
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groups, starting from the extended family group to the larger regional one
(tribe).

Kinship predominated in determining the direction of human aggres-
sion. As the principle of ‘inclusive fitness’ or ‘kin selection’ predicts, people
would tend to side with their closer kin against more remote ones. They
would be willing to risk their lives in direct relation to the closeness and
number of their kin who are in danger. They recognize their kin by grow-
ing up with them, living with them, being told who they are, and by all
sorts of physical and behavioural similarities that they share with them.
Hence, the various activations of semi-kin—group solidarity, easily repli-
cated when the right conditions are present. For example, the famous ‘male
bonding’ created in small groups of warriors has long been identified as the
mainstay of troops’ cohesion and fighting spirit. Some scholars have rightly
suggested that it was evolutionarily rooted in small-group solidarity, which
had been necessary among Palaeolithic hunters. The only thing that must
be added is that this Palaeolithic male group consisted of close kin; indeed
the local group was literally composed of brethren. In sociological and
anthropological parlance, they were ‘fraternal interest groups’.' It is a sense
of brotherhood of sorts that can be artificially recreated in small groups of
non- (or remote) kin that intensively and comprehensively share their daily
existence.

Indeed, the evolution-shaped mechanisms for identifying kin have been
shown to be susceptible to misdirection under other ‘artificial’ circum-
stances as well. One illuminating example, often quoted in the anthropo-
logical literature, is same-group children in Israeli kibbutzim. In these
communes, children used to be raised together from birth in communal
nurseries rather than in their own families’ homes. It has been found that,
when these children grew up, they treated each other as siblings, at least
in the sense that they hardly ever intermarried. Unexpectedly, in an
environment that never wished them to do so, they instinctively applied the
universal, biologically rooted, taboo against incest to their pseudo-kin.”
There are other major manifestations of kin-solidarity transference. Sports
teams, for example, generate intense emotions of identification, mimicking
those created by the struggle of a group of one’s own people against
outsiders. The sports contest fundamentally functions as a mock battle.’

In the hunter—gatherer regional group of around 500, shared culture was a
distinctive mark of kinship, as well as a strong basis for social co-operation.

13
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This is the deeply engrained evolutionary root of ethnocentrism, xeno-
phobia, patriotism, and nationalism.* With the coming of agriculture,
civilization, and modernity, as shared-culture communities expanded a
thousand- and even millionfold, the sentiment of kin solidarity expanded far
beyond its original evolutionary setting and scope. One’s people or nation—
an extension of the original genetic cum cultural regional group—can evoke
the greatest devotion, indeed, fraternity within a motherland or fatherland (the
words are revealing), no matter how genetically related its members actually
are (a feature that varies among modern peoples, albeit with surprising
genes—culture congruity”). Individuals are genuinely prepared to risk and
sacrifice themselves—not only under coercion but also voluntarily—for
these large shared-culture, semi-, and sometimes pseudo- or ‘imagined’ kin
groups. This is so even though the broader their concept of who their
genetic cum symbolic folk are, the less can they actually influence this folk’s
survival by their own self-sacrifice. The evolutionary logic of kin selection in
small groups has been inflated beyond its original applicability.

This is the ‘atavistic’ element that baffled modern observers often evoke
vaguely in order to explain people’s willingness to kill and get killed for
seemingly remote causes. It provided an indispensable clue for understand-
ing why, for instance, beyond all real utilitarian considerations, a Frenchman
or a German was prepared to get killed for Alsace-Lorraine, the possession
of which had no practical bearing on his daily life. In the great extension of
culture groups and consciousness boundaries brought about by modern
conditions, these provinces could be perceived by him as the close-by home
territory of his immediate close-kin group. In the state of nature, this had
meant possessions of essential value, evolutionarily worth risking one’s life
for.

This persistence and shift of evolution-shaped behaviours in radically
altered cultural settings is at the core of human historical development.
Consciousness of the fact that the original conditions no longer apply often
has little effect on patterns of behaviour determined by deeply engrained,
evolution-shaped, proximate stimuli. To give one more simple example:
people continue to exhibit a strong preference for sweet foods, even though
sweetness is now ‘artificially’ added and is harmful to us, rather than being
indicative of maturity and prime nutrition in fruit, as it used to be in our
original evolutionary setting. The relatively recent cultural take-off and
accelerating pace of human development have left our biological inheritance
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very little time to catch up. This does not necessarily mean that war became
maladaptive when taken out of its evolution-shaped context. As we see later,
nature and culture have been mixed in complex interactions throughout
human history. All the same, as humanity moved away from its evolutionary
state of nature, all sorts of behaviour shaped in this state, including fighting,
assumed new significance and new roles that have not been fully in line with
their original, evolution-shaped rationale.

Conflict and fighting in the human state of nature, as in the state of nature
in general, were fundamentally caused by competition. Although violence is
evoked, and suppressed, by powerful emotional stimuli (which, like other
stimuli, can sometimes take over), it is not a primary, ‘irresistible’ drive; it is
highly tuned, both innate and optional, evolution-shaped tactics, turned on
and off in response to changes in the calculus of survival and reproduction.
The widespread notion that, in the extremely competitive evolutionary
state of nature, fighting occurred ‘just so’ to satisty ‘psychological’ needs—
that it was essentially non-adaptive and only began to ‘pay oft” with the
coming of agriculture and the state—constitutes such a curious reversal of
the evolutionary rationale as to border on the absurd. As a result of organ-
isms’ tendency to propagate rapidly when resources are abundant, scarcity
and competition are the norm in nature. Co-operation, peaceful competi-
tion, and violent conflict are variably used and intermixed—depending on
the circumstances and the chances of success—to fulfil desires originally
shaped by the struggle for ‘inclusive fitness’. The answer to the often-voiced
puzzle of why people fight is that they fight to gain the very same things that
constitute the objects of human desire in general. And throughout nature,
including the human state of nature, the objects of desire are in short supply,
while being vital for survival. People risk their lives in fighting—again
the subject of widespread puzzlement in our societies of plenty—simply
because loss and gain of the tangible and intangible goods that determine
survival and reproductive success for them and their kin can be greater than
the risks of fighting.

Violent conflict can be activated by competition over scarce resources.
What resources were scarce and were the cause of resource stress in any
particular society varied, but mostly it had to do with highly nutritious meat.
Deadly violence is also regularly activated in competition over women.
Although human males are less polygynous than those of some other spe-
cies, they still compete over the quality and number of women whom they
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can have. Abduction of women, rape, accusations of adultery, and broken
promises of marriage are widespread direct causes of reproductive conflict,
whereas resource competition in order to be able to afford more women
and children is an indirect cause as well as a direct one. As W. D. Hamilton,
the doyen of modern evolutionary theory, saw: for ‘hunter—gatherers . . . to
raise mean fitness in a group either new territory or outside mates have to
be obtained somehow’.® Conflict sometimes resulted in significant net gains
in women and/or subsistence resources. Moreover, and this point is often
missed, for evolution to work, net gains in intergroup conflict characterized
by very high mortality rates are not necessary, because intergroup conflict
also results in intragroup selection, as some group members on both sides
get killed, decreasing the internal pressure on the resources for those who
survive.

From the primary somatic and reproductive aims, other, proximate and
derivative, ‘second-level’, aims arise. It is not only the best providers who can
subsist better and have more wives and children, but also the social arbiters
within the group who can use their position to reap somatic and repro-
ductive advantages. Hence the competition for esteem, prestige, power, and
leadership, as proximate goods, which, like the primary competition itself,
can also take the form of violent conflict. Again, this violence can be either
direct or indirect, the latter being intended to achieve the symbolic or
tangible goods that confer esteem, prestige, power, and leadership. There
are highly complex interactions here, which are, however, underpinned in
principle by a simple evolutionary rationale.

The fundamental state of competition and potential violent conflict
produces additional causes for conflict. There is often retaliation for an
offence or injury, lest it persist and become a pattern of victimization.
Retaliation or ‘revenge’ is thus intended either to eliminate the rival or to
re-establish deterrence against him and others by demonstrating that one is
not powerless and has the means to strike back. Tit for tat may end when
the balance is settled, but it may also escalate, leading to a self-perpetuating
cycle of strikes and counter-strikes. Both sides then accumulate losses that
are sometimes immeasurably greater than the original injuries that caused
the conflict in the first place. Nevertheless, the antagonists are often locked
into conflict because of all sorts of communication problems that make it
difficult to reach a negotiated settlement, or because of inability to secure
that the other side abides by it. In a sort of ‘prisoner’s dilemma’, their
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rational option under such conditions is often much inferior to their
optimal one.

Similarly, in a state of potential conflict, security precautions are called for,
which may take defensive as well as offensive or pre-emptive character. This
‘security dilemma’ variant of the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ again means that the
very ability of the other to attack, whether or not he actually wishes to do so,
poses a threat that can force one into action. In the absence of a strong
central authority, a lack of information about the other and an inability to
guarantee an agreement of mutual security frequently breed suspicion, hos-
tility, and conflict, seemingly ‘imposed’ on the sides ‘against their wishes’
and best interests. Arms races, brought about by each side’s desire to get
ahead or keep abreast of the other, may produce an advantage to one
side but often merely produce a ‘Red Queen effect’, by which both sides
escalate their resource investment only to find themselves in the same posi-
tion vis-a-vis the other. As with trees growing trunks, massive investment
is enforced on the competitors simply by the reality of an unregulated
competition.

Thus, in principle, two major factors correlate closely with the likely
occurrence of violent conflict. The first of these is scarcity. Somatic stresses
and reproductive deprivation would give rise to a more desperate and
risk-taking behaviour, including violence. This is the idea expressed in the
proverb that hungry wolves would beat satiated dogs. Obviously, as we saw,
scarcity 1s partly relative. Competition—and violent conflict—can intensify
where opportunities and abundance increase. Hence the significance of
the second factor: the existence of societal regulatory mechanisms that
would keep competition within non-violent channels. As violent behaviour,
while being an innate potential, is socially learnt, either pugnacity or
pacificism can be habituated by experience. Anarchic systems—either inter-
or intrasocial—would be more violence prone and more accustomed to
the use of violence. It is again for this reason that wild wolves would beat
domesticated dogs.

The effect of competition and potential conflict on the lives of people in
the state of nature can now be more carefully defined. As we have seen,
fighting broke out from time to time and was responsible for high rates of
mortality, as high as 25-30 per cent of the adult males. This does not mean
that all hunter—gatherer societies were equally war-like. There were differ-
ences among them as there would later be differences in this respect among
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states. Still, as with states in historical times, a fundamental condition of
competition and plurality made fighting a norm that very few communities
could escape or fail to be prepared for, no matter what their particular
inclinations. Indeed, although the notions of ‘incessant’ or ‘endemic’ fight-
ing are thereby justified, they can be partly misleading. Although actual,
active fighting was in effect sparse, it is its danger that dominated people’s
lives. This idea, pointed out by Hobbes (Leviathan, 13), has also been
sensed by modern anthropologists.” In an afterthought, ‘Balancing the pic-
ture of fierceness’, that Chagnon added to later editions of his Yanomamo:
The fierce people, he wrote:

First of all, the Yanomamo do not spend all or even a major fraction of their
walking hours making wars on neighbors. . . . Second, warfare among the
Yanomamo varies from region to region and from time to time: it is
extremely intense in some areas at particular times, and almost non-existent
in other areas. Even the most ‘warlike’ villages have long periods of relative
peace during which time daily life is tranquil and happy. . . . On the other
hand, even the least warlike villages suddenly find themselves embroiled in
an active war, or the peace of the temporary tranquil is shattered by an
unexpected raid.®

This is more or less the picture that we have encountered everywhere
among hunger—gatherers, in the human state of nature. People sometimes
live in peace with their neighbours, sometimes in conflict. Competition is
widespread but varies considerably in its expression and intensity. Where it
exists, it can lead to more or less amicable compromises, covertly or overtly
based on mutual deterrence. Where compromise is less amicable or stable, or
is not reached at all, violence can break out. Thus, no less than actual fight-
ing, it is the threat of violent conflict that shapes people’s lives in the state of
nature. Fear, mutual deterrence, and insecurity bind them to their home
territory and own people, and force them to adopt precautions and never to
be completely off their guard. Both among other primates and among
humans, field observations and laboratory tests have demonstrated that
strangers trigger an initial response of high alarm, suspicion, insecurity, and
aggression.” The stark stereotyping of aliens and, even more, enemies,
painted in the darkest, most menacing shades, is an all too familiar basic
human response. The worst intentions are assumed and a tremendous defen-
sive emotional mobilization takes place. Under conditions of competition
and potential conflict, the evolution-shaped response is ‘better safe than
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sorry’. Naturally, as the other side tends to react similarly, worst-case analyses
tend to be self-fulfilling. Alarm, suspicion, insecurity, and aggression decline
after a while if the strangers are observed to be non-threatening, in the sense
that they are non-aggressive, or make no large claim to sharing resources, or
prove ready for low-cost compromise, coexistence, or even co-operation
(exchange). However, a measure of alienation and xenophobia remains.

We have seen that the reality of competition and conflict breeds more
competition and conflict. Competition and conflict grow from a funda-
mental state of scarcity, but then, because of the suspicion, insecurity, and
craving for power that they create, they also feed on themselves and take on
a life of their own. A competition can be won by a more efficient utilization
of resources, but, paradoxically, also by investing more of the resources in the
competition itself. As with trunk-growing trees or with large and muscled
bodies, the competition can consume much of the resources for which it is
waged. At least partly, it can thereby increase the scarcity and further inten-
sify itself. In a conflict in particular, most if not all of the so-called defence
costs or conflict costs (except for some ‘spin-oft” effects) are in effect dis-
bursed out of the time and resources that can be directly invested in pro-
vision. As we see later, with agriculture and accumulated resources, conflict
would also directly diminish resources as each side destroyed the other’s
property. However, even in the state of nature, if the antagonist is not beaten,
a ‘Red Queen effect’ may be created, in which both sides may lose from the
competition/conflict. Conflict cannot then even be regarded as a ‘zero-sum
game’, a competition in which one’s loss is the other’s gain and vice versa. It
is possible for both sides to lose; in evolutionary/reproductive terms this
mainly means death of kin and decreased subsistence and reproduction for
the living. However, to give up the conflict unilaterally may mean even
heavier losses, so both sides may be bound by the unregulated competitive/
conflictual situation to stick to their guns until agreement for a cessation of
hostilities can be reached. As people have always vaguely sensed and puzzled,
conflict has rarely been confined to or proportioned by the objectives that
originally brought it into being.

Competition and conflict are thus ‘real’ in the sense that they arise from
genuine scarcities among evolution-shaped, self-propagating organisms and
can end in vital gains for one and losses for the other; at the same time, they
are often also ‘inflated’, partly self-perpetuating, and mutually damaging,
because of the logic imposed on the antagonists by the conflict itself in
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an anarchic, unregulated environment that provides no way out from
‘prisoners’ dilemmas’ and ‘market failures’, and may mean net losses for
both. In a way, this justifies both of the widely held polarized attitudes to
war: the one that sees it as a serious business for serious aims and the other
that is shocked by its absurdity.

Finally, a few concluding remarks on the evolutionary perspective that
has underpinned our study of the human state of nature. I hope that I have
been able to demonstrate that evolutionary theory, our major key for under-
standing nature, is vital for understanding the human state of nature, fighting
in the state of nature, and human nature in general. I have no illusions,
however, that I have succeeded in convincing the unconvinced. For various
reasons, evolutionary theory has always stirred violent, and not always
informed, opposition. Today, as it is affecting a great revival in the human
sciences, evolutionary theory is often received as alien by people trained in
other disciplines, some of which are academically and emotionally heavily
invested in different and even contradictory ideas. Fanciful and sensational
echoes of ‘sociobiology’ encountered in popular and journalistic sources
often do not help its cause either.

As our only grand scientific theory for understanding nature, evolution-
ary theory does not ‘compete’ with scholarly constructs such as psycho-
analytic theories, ‘materialism’, or ‘functionalism’; in fact, it may encompass
some of their main insights within a comprehensive interpretative frame-
work."” For instance, we have seen how the differing elementary drives
posited by Freud, Jung, and Adler, respectively, as the underlying regulating
principle for understanding human behaviour—sex, creativeness and the
quest for meaning, and the craving for superiority—all come together and
interact within the framework of evolutionary theory, which also provides
an explanation for their otherwise mysterious origin. Similarly, evolutionary
theory explains why humans, and other organisms, are indeed motivated by
a desire for material goods, but treats this motive in conjunction with, rather
than in isolation from, other motives, shaped together by a comprehensive
reproductive and somatic rationale. Evolutionary theory explains how
long-cited motives for fighting—such as Sumner’s hunger, love, vanity,
and fear of superior powers—came to be and how they hang together and
interconnect.

‘Functionalism’ used to be a popular approach in the social sciences,
which has more recently come under criticism. It is motivated by much the
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same questions, and comes up with much the same answers, as evolutionary
theory. It seeks to explain social phenomena as adaptive regulatory mechan-
isms intended to keep the system working. There is, however, a whole set of
interrelated problems with this approach. Functionalism does not explain
how these ‘mechanisms’ came to be, or evolved; they are simply postulated
to be there. It evokes function for social phenomena without making clear
who gave them this function: does it arise from a divine order, or is it
embedded in other ‘sky hooks’, such as transcendent harmony supposedly
existing in nature and even in society? Furthermore, why should the social
system, social phenomena, and social function be permeated with a desire
for equilibrium? Functionalism has difficulties with change and tends to
have a static picture of reality. Thus functionalism stands things on their
head or approaches them from the wrong direction. Rather than explain
general social phenomena and relationships from the bottom up, by con-
textual interactions of living agents, it purports to explain individual action
by social abstracts, particularly that of ‘stability’.""

In our subject, a cultural materialist such as Marvin Harris and a cultural
ecologist such as Andrew Vayda have suggested in a functionalist vein that
fighting was a demographic mechanism triggered by pressure on the
resources, as well as by a surplus of men in relation to women. As we have
seen, both factors—the somatic and the reproductive—are indeed central to
explaining fighting, so their interpretation is very much in the right direc-
tion. It is the functionalist reasoning, rather than answers, that is misconstrued.
Fighting is not one of nature’s or of society’s regulating mechanisms for
contending with overpopulation; rather, it is one of the strategies that people,
and other organisms, employ to gain the upper hand in response to
increased competition that may arise from demographic growth. The same,
incidentally, applies to Malthus’s other positive checks on over-population:
famine and pestilence. These are not ‘regulating mechanisms’ embedded in
nature’s design. Instead, famine is actually what happens to a population that
has outgrown its means of subsistence. Similarly, a denser population is
simply more vulnerable to the propagation of parasites and pathogens.
Obviously, if functionalist reasoning was merely facon de parler or accepted
‘shorthand’, in the same way that we speak of organisms ‘wanting’ to
increase their numbers, there would have been no problem. However, for
functionalists, function is regarded as a genuine explanation rather than fagon
de parler."
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Some readers may fail to see the advantage of the evolutionary over the
functionalist interpretation of demographic pressure, or, indeed, wonder
why evolutionary theory should be presented here as different from, and
superior to, any other scholarly approach to the study of humans in the state
of nature. Is it because it is the ruling theory in the study of nature? If so, is
this not an argument from authority rather than from the theory’s own
merits? However, it is my claim that evolutionary theory has won its com-
manding position in the natural sciences precisely because it has been recog-
nized to be nature’s immanent principle rather than an artificial analytical
construct. Indeed, from the nineteenth century, evolutionary theory has
been perceived as the only non-transcendent mechanism for explaining
life’s complex design. To repeat, this mechanism is blind natural selection in
which in every stage those who were endowed with the most suitable
qualities for surviving and reproducing remained. There is no reason why
they remained other than that they proved successful in the struggle for
survival. Thus ‘success’ is not defined by any transcendent measurement but
by the immanent logic of the evolutionary process.

This point needs emphasizing also in order to allay other often-voiced
concerns with respect to the application of evolutionary theory to human
affairs. The evolutionary logic in itself has no normative implications. It can
inform us about human natural predispositions, the often ignored effects of
which we would be wise to take into account but which are often variable
and even contradictory. (Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
social Darwinists, on the one hand, and tabula rasa liberals, on the other, erred
here in two opposite directions.) We may choose to follow such predisposi-
tions or rebel against them. There is nothing sacred or morally compelling
about maximizing survival for the fittest. This is merely the blind, algo-
rithmic mechanism of natural ‘design’. The human brain—itself a product
of evolution and a powerful instrument of conscious, purposeful, and future
oriented, rather than blind, design—may come up with more satisfactory
arrangements.

This brings us to another widespread cause of resistance to ‘sociobiology’.
This is the belief that it upholds biological determinism in a subject that is
distinctively determined by human culture—that it is precisely the non-
biological element that makes humans and the human achievement what
they are. Darwinism may thus be regarded as our key to understanding
nature but as mostly irrelevant for understanding human society shaped by
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culture. In fact, historians and social scientists are much more prone to
disregard the biological element in human culture than are proponents of
evolutionary theory to neglect the cultural. The latter emphatically do not
believe in biological determinism. While bringing to light our evolution-
shaped innate genetic inheritance, they have come up with illuminating
insights for explaining gene—culture interactions. For once humans had
evolved agriculture, they set in train a continuous chain of developments
that have taken them further and further away from their evolutionary
natural way of life as hunter—gatherers. Human society has been radically
transformed and staggeringly diversified. Original, evolution-shaped, innate
human wants, desires, and proximate behavioural and emotional mechan-
isms now expressed themselves within radically altered, ‘artificial’ con-
ditions, which were very different from those in which they had evolved. In
the process, while never disappearing, they were greatly modified, assuming
novel and widely varied appearances. These gene—culture interactions are
the stuft from which human history is made, including the history of fight-
ing. Indeed, it is to cultural evolution and the evolution of gene—culture
interactions, as humans moved out of their evolutionary shaped state of
nature, that I now turn.
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Introduction: Evolving
Cultural Complexity

In Part 1 we saw that, contrary to the widely held Rousseauite belief,
human fighting was not a recent ‘cultural invention’ that had truly begun or
had become serious only with the advent of agriculture and, later, the state
and civilization. Undoubtedly, however, these landmark cultural develop-
ments, which revolutionized the human way of life, profoundly affected
warfare. | now proceed to examine the transformation of warfare in relation
to the major developments of human cultural evolution. But, first, a few
words about the concept of cultural evolution itself, and the manner in
which it is used in this book.

Cultural evolution is an even older concept than biological evolution.
It became prominent with the eighteenth-century idea of ‘Progress’ and
with nineteenth-century Hegelian, Marxist, and positivist philosophies. It
was influentially championed by the founding fathers of sociology and
anthropology, such as Herbert Spencer, Edward Tylor, and Lewis Henry
Morgan. Then a reaction set in. The great nineteenth-century evolutionary
‘systems’ were criticized for being abstract, insensitive to the actual ‘un-
tidiness” of historical reality, speculative, metaphysical, and teleological,
postulating ‘History’ as the advance of ‘Progress’. Even the concepts
introduced by Adam Ferguson, and amplified by Morgan and Gordon
Childe about humanity’s transition from ‘Savagery’ through ‘Barbarism’ to
‘Civilization’, no longer sounded right. Franz Boas changed the direction
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of anthropological research by rejecting all speculations about unknown
origins and evolution, concentrating instead on the empirical study of
extant societies. Still, as archaeological research increasingly expanded our
knowledge of the past, the evolutionary approach to human culture has
continued to have its proponents among archaeologists and anthropologists,
who at the same time have striven to avoid the non-empirical aspects that
had marred their predecessors’ work. In a Boasian vein, most cultural evo-
lutionists in this tradition have also drawn a sharp divide between biological
and cultural evolution, denying that the former had any but the most trivial
significance in human affairs, which they have supposed to be almost infin-
itely malleable by culture.'

The first thing to clarify, then, is the relationship between the two types
of evolution. The analogies between them have always been recognized. To
begin with, both deal with the continuous, recursive reproduction of repli-
cating forms—biological or cultural—the occasional variations of which are
at least to some degree subject to all sorts of selective pressures. In biology,
the replicators are the genes, stored and transmitted between generations in
the cellular nuclei. In culture, the replicators are behaviours and ideas—
‘memes’ in Richard Dawkins’ inspired phrase—accumulated during life in
brains and transmitted between them through learning. Hence one of the
chief differences between biological and cultural evolution: the former
involves ‘inborn’ replicators that can be passed on only to offspring; the
latter is concerned with acquired traits that can be replicated ‘horizontally’,
in principle to any brain. The inheritance of acquired traits is called
Lamarckian, after the doctrine of Darwin’s predecessor, which Darwin ruled
out in biology. It makes the pace of cultural evolution infinitely faster. Still,
in cultural evolution, too, the replicators are highly durable. Systems of
symbols and practices, such as languages and customs, passed on and repro-
duced generation after generation, are particularly slow to change. But even
they do—by random ‘drift’ and ‘mutation’, by purposeful adaptation, or by
the influence of foreign ‘memes’.?

Biological and cultural evolutions are, however, related by more than
analogy. They represent a continuum, not just a break, in human evolu-
tion—indeed, in evolution in general. In the first place, the one originated
from the other. Underlying the take-off of cultural evolution was the perfec-
tion of one of the latest tricks of biological evolution: a greatly enhanced
ability to teach and learn. This ability did not begin with Homo sapiens’
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vastly improved cerebral capacity for manipulating and communicating
symbols. A bigger and more flexible ‘open’ brain design, capable of being
partly shaped during life by interaction with the environment through
experience and learning, had been a device increasingly developed in later
products of the evolutionary ‘arms race’ such as birds, big mammals, pri-
mates, apes, and archaic humans. However, with Homo sapiens sapiens this
growing capacity had crossed a threshold. In response to outside stimuli, our
genetically constructed ‘hardware’ is capable of considerable restructuring
through life (especially at early ages) and of taking on an unprecedented
diversity of ‘software’. It can consequently generate a yet more staggering
range of ‘applications’. This is evident in the Upper Palaeolithic ‘cultural
explosion’, and thereafter. Cultural evolution proved to be an explosive
potential. Human evolution has since been overwhelmingly cultural rather
than biological.’

Cultural evolution has not worked on a clean slate, however. Not only
did it originate, as a capacity, from biological evolution; it has been working
on a human physiological and psychological ‘landscape’ deeply grooved by
long-evolved inborn predispositions. The staggering diversity of human
cultural forms and the amazing trajectory of human cultural evolution have
brought some historicist thinkers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
to claims that humankind’s peculiar quality is precisely that it lacks such a
thing as ‘nature’. Humans have been proclaimed to be ‘all history’—that is,
wholly culturally determined. Cultural evolutionists have tended to assume
that, given the right socialization, humans were capable of embracing prac-
tically any behaviour. However, since the 1950s, Noam Chomsky’s revolu-
tion in linguistics has presented the humanities and social sciences with an
illuminating old—new model, which heralded the eclipse of the tabula rasa
view of the human mind that had dominated the middle of the twentieth
century. Chomsky and his disciples have argued that, although thousands of
human languages are recognized today, and an unknown, far larger number
were spoken in the past, all human languages share a common ‘deep’ set of
syntax patterns. These patterns appear to reflect our innate language-
handling mechanisms that make language use so easy and natural to us.
Thus humans are in principle capable of generating any hypothetical
language, but only as long as its ‘meta-structure’ complies with these deep
common patterns.” This would give an infinite, but at the same time also
highly constrained, variety.
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As the quintessential culture form, language has proved to be an illumin-
ating model for human mind structures in general. Most cultural evolution-
ists have erred in embracing one side of a false nature—nurture dichotomy.
There is indeed a staggering diversity of cultural forms and great cultural
‘elasticity’, but not quite any form goes. Cultural choices and preferences did
not simply ‘take over’ from biology. Instead, the rich diversity of cultural
forms has been built on and around a fairly recognizable deep core of
evolution-shaped, innate propensities, needs, and desires—ultimate ends,
proximate mechanisms, and derivative byproducts—sometimes, to be sure,
as we see later, in rebellion against them or as an expression of conflicts
between them, but nevertheless in constant interaction with them. With
cultural evolution all biological bets are not off; they are hedged. Biology
and culture constitute an amalgamated compound that co-evolves in mutual
interaction. The whole thing is better viewed as a marvellously complex but
far from ‘arbitrary’ edifice. Our biological predispositions heavily bias our
cultural choices; in turn, as some studies have demonstrated, our cultural
choices can select for some biological traits. Cultural traits, too, are subject to
selective pressures. Some cultural traits directly affect the survival and repro-
ductive success of the populations with which they are associated. In other
cases, they affect not the survivability of the human populations themselves
but that of the ‘population’ of ideas and practices, as some ‘memes’ push out
and replace others within the same human population. They do not neces-
sarily have to have a better adaptive value. Some cultural traits are simply
more ‘addictive’ in more or less specific biocultural settings, and may spread
in the same way that a virus or a parasite spreads in a biological population.
They may even be harmful to the survival and reproductive success of the
population that they ‘infect’, but, because they spread fast enough to other
populations, they avoid extinction. There is a ‘long leash’ connecting the
elements of the biocultural compounds, but a leash nevertheless.’ This per-
sistence and variation of human motives and other predispositions under
changing cultural conditions—in their relation to fighting—are one of my
main concerns in the rest of this book.

Indeed, there is yet another element of continuity between biological and
cultural evolution. Largely fuelled by selection in an ever-going evolution-
ary ‘arms race’, both forms of evolution tend over time to produce ever
more complex ‘designs’. As mentioned above, learning and the capacity to
generate culture were themselves one of the latest ‘innovations’ of biological
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evolution. Cultural evolution has then continued biological evolution in
creating greater complexity, simply by force of the competition that takes
place among reproducing, propagating replicators of any sort. The whole
race gets ever faster and more competitive, because the participants are
continuously getting better, more ‘professional’ at it; they are getting better
not only in adaptation but also in adaptability. It is for this reason that natural
selection, starting from relatively simple bacteria nearly 4 billion years ago,
took until roughly 1.5 billion years ago to evolve the first multicellular
organisms. Increasingly larger multicellular organisms, which possessed
increasingly diversified, mutually co-operating specialized organs, then
followed at an ever-accelerating pace: vascular plants evolved around
400 million years ago; amphibians, reptiles, and mammals evolved from
fish between 400 and 250 million years ago; the first birds followed about
135 million years ago. The land and then the air began to be colonized only
in these relatively recent times.’

Complexity is defined by the number and diversity of different, special-
ized, and mutually dependent parts, integrated within functional hier-
archical structures. Originally, it was Spencer, falling out of favour in the
twentieth century, who described the work of evolution—biological and
cultural—as a process of growing complexity from ‘incoherent homo-
geneity to coherent heterogeneity, through successive differentiations and
integrations’. But, indeed, does not our concept of growing complexity
constitute a return to the nineteenth-century’s teleological view of evolu-
tion as ‘Progress’® This crucial point must be carefully understood. The
process described is not ‘Progressive’ in any value sense, nor does it necessar-
ily lead to ‘growing happiness’, ‘well-being’, or any other ‘goal’. Where
there is a strong element of inner propensity involved, and there is, it is
to be understood only in terms of the non-transcendent, ‘immanent’ ten-
dency of recursively reproducing and propagating replicators to evolve—
through competition and selection—more sophisticated and complex
designs for dealing with a competitive environment. (To be sure, greater
efficiency sometimes involves simplification rather than growing complex-
ity, but in most cases the opposite is correct.) This inherent tendency in
evolution towards greater complexity does not confer ‘inevitability’ on the
process. Evolutionary forms can remain little changed for a very long time.
They can also regress or become extinct when evolving into a ‘dead end’ or
when encountering a drastic—self~generated or extraneous—adverse

153



War in Human Civilization

change in their environment. We are familiar with several catastrophic mass
extinctions in natural evolution, and one cosmic collision, for example, can
in principle destroy all life on earth—indeed, Earth itself. The process is not
‘preordained’. Still, wherever and so long as they exist, the inherent general
dynamic over time of competing propagating replicators of any sort
(biological and cultural ones being, as we now see, only specific instances) is
to evolve into becoming better in the evolutionary contest. Evolutionary
history thus forms more than a mere sequence. It is directional in the sense
that it generally tends to evolve greater complexity. This is a gradual process,
in which every step in growing complexity must build on a less complex
stage as a necessary precondition.

The way in which ordered complexity, or self-organization, evolves
‘spontaneously’ from simple elements entering simple interactions is one of
the hottest topics on the edge of current scientific research.” One of the
interesting features of this process is, again, that it is not wholly ‘arbitrary’—
that is, it cannot produce any form. The emergence of complexity is con-
strained not only by the gradual nature of the process, but also by the
propensities of the materials at hand in the ‘design space’—physical, chemi-
cal, organic, or cultural. Thus, although many different worlds can evolve
(and have evolved, in different times and places in Earth’s natural and cul-
tural history), similar ‘constraints’ have repeatedly led to the independent
emergence of similar structures in different times and places. In natural
evolution, for example, photosynthesis, the extraction of energy from sun-
light, was invented several times over by many different bacteria. Winged
flight evolved independently many times, with insects, pterodactyls, bats,
birds, and various fish. Sexual reproduction also evolved independently sev-
eral times.® Only then did each of these ‘mechanisms’ diffuse further from
its independent loci of emergence. In cultural evolution as well, similar
major structures emerged independently of each other in different times and
places, when the right conditions were present. People brought about the
evolution of agriculture in at least four independent major loci—possibly
double that number. Later, the state and civilization emerged in a more or
less similar number of independent loci, at different times. Only then
have these culturally evolved structures diffused across the world from these
original loci, owing to their strong selective advantages.’

The strategy that this book follows is to trace the development of war
in relation to the relative chronology of these major transformations in
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the human way of life, rather than in relation to the customary fixed
chronology, arbitrarily derived from the particular history of the west. Thus,
for example, the civilizations of pre-Columbian Mesoamerica and Peru,
magnificent and sophisticated in many ways as they were, are treated here as
late Stone Age or Copper Age states and empires, most instructively viewed
as the ‘equivalent’ of the Old-World early Mesopotamian and Egyptian
civilizations, at the level the latter had achieved by the first half of the third
millennium BC.'"” Here were separate, practically unconnected worlds that
evolved independently in different absolute times. All the same, although
these New- and Old-World civilizations obviously exhibited substantial
local variations between them, as any different civilizations do, their late
Stone Age and Copper Age infrastructure makes them sufficiently similar to
be fruitfully studied together. As already noted, the ‘science fiction’ quality
of the European discovery of the Americas is that it constituted not only a
voyage in space but also in relative time.

In the same way, the European Middle Ages are not treated here, as their
name implies, as an ‘intermediate’ phase in a linear development of the west,
between antiquity and modern times. Their first part, the Dark Ages, is
better viewed as a ‘collapse’ of civilization, as far as the classical Mediterranean
world is concerned, and as a continuation of the Iron Age cultures of north-
ern Europe in the history of the peoples that overtook the Roman world.
This period involved a return to all the features of pre-civilization: the
disappearance of literacy, cities, and large-scale economies. In relative time,
the Dark Ages preceded, as it were, rather than followed, classical antiquity,
and they are comparatively best studied in conjunction with other pre-
historic Iron Age societies. The later part of the Middle Ages is best viewed
in terms of a re-emergence of ‘civilization’, in its European or Christian
variety, as urbanism, writing, and money economy revived. To be sure, this
re-emergence did not occur on a clean slate but was strongly influenced
over both time and space by the legacy of classical civilization and by
cultural diffusion, mainly from the Moslem and Chinese civilizations.

This relative, comparative approach, and the examples cited, are com-
monplace among archaeologists but are unusual for historians, who are
concerned with the specific ‘earlier’ and ‘later’ of particular societies. His-
torians are also justly suspicious of both the concept of cultural ‘stages’ and
insensitive cross-cultural comparisons. It is therefore important to emphasize
the flexible and non-dogmatic nature of the evolutionary and comparative
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framework that underlies this book. As a result of similar biocultural-
environmental ‘constraints’, similar human culture forms have often evolved
independently, along ‘parallel’ or ‘converging’ paths in different and uncon-
nected societies. Cultural diffusion obviously reinforces similarities where
societies touch. It is worthwhile to pursue such similarities as far as they go.
However, ever different specific local conditions and sheer contingency,
resulting in different developmental histories or ‘multilinearity’, also pro-
duce inexhaustible diversity of cultural forms. Both the major similarities
and some of the salient varieties in human history are outlined here as the
framework for our study of the development of human armed conflict. It is
through the dual, complementary processes of generalization and differen-
tiation that human understanding works.

The relative clock and flexible ruler used in this book measure change,
over both time and space. Thus, the scope of the first part of this book was
framed so wide as to address human fighting in the slowly evolving ‘first
two million years’. However, as human cultural evolution accelerates and
diversifies through history, our ‘epochs’ will steadily contract, to thousands,
and then hundreds of years. In this part, I successively examine the effect on
warfare of the two major ‘take-oft” transitions in human cultural evolution:
the emergence of agriculture and animal husbandry; and the growth of the
state and of civilization. I start with a structural anthropological-socio-
logical-historical account of these processes in their relation to fighting. In
the concluding chapter, I more systematically attempt to tie together my
findings in Part 2 with those of Part 1, bringing out the lines of continuity
and change in the causes and form of violent conflict, as humans moved
away from their ‘evolutionary state of nature’ and underwent the great
transformations of cultural evolution.
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Tribal Warfare in Agraria
and Pastoralia

THE ADVENT AND SPREAD OF FARMING

About 10,000 years ago, some time before 8,000 BC, people in
south-west Asia (the Near East) pioneered agriculture, followed some
1,000-1,500 years later by animal husbandry. They grew wheat, barley, and
pulses, and later fruit and vegetables, and raised sheep and goats, and later
pigs and cattle. Within 2,000—-4,000 years after south-west Asia, similar
developments independently took off in east Asia (millet, pigs, and chicken,
and later rice, soya beans, and fruit), Mesoamerica (maize, beans, squash, pep-
pers, avocados), and the Andes (beans, chilli, corn, manioc, peanuts, potatoes,
cotton). Other, secondary, semi-independent centres of domestication fol-
lowed in Melanesia, sub-equatorial Africa, and the eastern parts of North
America." From its centres of origin, farming spread to cover most the
world’s surface that was suitable for it. Its effects were profound. Most sig-
nificantly perhaps, within 5,000 years after its inception—again with
remarkable synchronicity—states and civilizations emerged independently
in each and every one of the original centres of farming. I first attempt
briefly to outline and explain the advent and spread of farming, and then to
assess its impact on and relationship with warfare.

Why people adopted agriculture is not such an easy question to answer as
it may appear at first sight. In the heyday of the idea of ‘Progress’ during
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the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the answer seemed self-evident.
Agriculture was assumed to be an obvious improvement to human diet, way
of life, and control over nature. Thus, in humanity’s continuous ascent,
people were supposed to have taken it up simply when they had hit on the
idea. By the twentieth century, however, not only has there been a general
loss of confidence in the notion of ‘Progress’, but archaeology and anthro-
pology have come up with finds that undermined the traditional view of
agriculture as a desirable improvement. In the first place, anthropologists
noted that hunter—gatherers worked much less and enjoyed much more
leisure than agriculturalists. In switching to agriculture, people gradually
took on a regime of hard toil, a transformation mythically echoed in the
biblical curse of humanity banished from the Garden of Eden: ‘In the sweat
of thy face shalt thou eat bread’ (Genesis 3.19). For this reason, historically
observed hunter—gatherers were reluctant to take up agriculture even when
they had farmers as their neighbours. The problem, then, was not ignorance
of the idea. Pre-agriculture Homo sapiens sapiens people, living in nature,
were not unaware of the possibility of active cultivation. For a long time,
however, they chose not to pursue it. Archaeologists and anthropologists
have further found that hunter—gatherers were overall healthier than agri-
culturalists. Many of our familiar infectious diseases, such as measles, small-
pox, influenza, diphtheria, and tuberculosis, apparently came to humans
from domesticated animals. Life in dense sedentary populations, in close
proximity to human and animal excrement, vastly increased infection by
pathogens and parasites. Finally, over time, dietary variety actually decreased
with the transition to agriculture. Most people became dependent on an
unbalanced diet based on a small variety of easily grown staples.”

So why did people in different parts of the world at roughly the same
time suddenly take up plant cultivation and animal husbandry? Scholars still
debate this question, and the following is my own preferred synthesis. The
underlying dynamic was probably human demographic growth, which
became particularly marked with the rise of Homo sapiens sapiens during the
last 100,000 years. This demographic growth was both fuelled by and sus-
tained through two mechanisms: emigration and technological innovation.
Homo sapiens sapiens spread to cover all of the Old World, displacing more
archaic human populations. Groups of Homio sapiens sapiens then discovered
and rapidly populated the Americas (and Oceania), previously uninhabited
by humans. Simultaneously, our species’ increasingly more efficient hunting
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and fishing tools and techniques made possible increasingly denser popula-
tions during the Upper Palaeolithic. A resulting overkill of large game
brought about diversification to a wider spectrum of wild food resources.
Correspondingly, with no new major spaces to spread to, with more effi-
cient subsistence techniques, and with denser populations, human groups in
lush environments became more sedentary. In such environments they no
longer needed to move around as much as previously, nor did they possess as
large territories as before to be able to do so. As archaeology has been
uncovering, sedentism was everywhere a prerequisite of pristine agriculture,
rather than the other way around. Human settlement in many different
parts of the globe had taken this more sedentary, resource-intensive form by
the end of the Old Stone Age (European Palaeolithic), around 15,000 years
ago, and during the Middle Stone Age (Mesolithic). It is the worldwide
demographic growth of human population that accounts for the otherwise
puzzling, almost simultaneous occurrence of parallel developments,
such as greater population densities, growing sedentism, and the advent of
agriculture, in different corners of the earth.

Skeletal remains show that people in those more sedentary and more
densely populated areas where agriculture and animal husbandry began did
not particularly suffer from resource stress. Demographic growth acted as a
catalyst to the adoption of cultivation in a more subtle way. It was probably the
reality of sedentism itself, once established, that made some cultivation a more
natural option than it had been under a more nomadic way of life. Where
seasonal changes affecting food availability were marked (as in semi-dry cli-
mates) and where a suitable wild variety of potential breeds existed, these
factors acted as further catalysts for change.” A new process was set in train.

We now realize better how gradual the change was. The so-called
Neolithic Revolution—and it was profoundly revolutionary—is currently
more regularly referred to as a transition or transformation that took thou-
sands of years to unravel. In the first place, the wild species took thousands of
years of human selection to increase their susceptibility to human control
and their productivity—that is, to become domesticated. Simultaneously,
human care of favoured wild species evolved from protection, elimination of
competitors, and assistance in distribution to direct, purposeful cultivation.®
Cultivation techniques themselves then constantly improved in efficiency,
from shifting, ‘slash-and-burn’ horticulture through more intensive forms
of horticulture, including irrigation, to the plough and other forms of

160



Tribal Warfare in Agraria and Pastoralia

agriculture. Correspondingly, cultivation’s share in providing human needs
progressively expanded, whereas that of hunting and gathering, which for
a long time went on side by side with horticulture, increasingly shrank.

This was a self-reinforcing process that constantly reproduced the pre-
conditions for its further advance. It became a one-way road from which it
was increasingly difficult to retract. The more productive cultivation grew
the more worthwhile an activity it became. The more productive it grew
the denser the human population it could support. The denser the human
population and the more intensive the cultivation, the more the wildlife and,
consequently, human foraging activity contracted. The denser the human
population the more intensive cultivation had to become in order to extract
food from smaller per-capita plots of land. Sedentary life made possible far
more extensive material possessions and gradually laid the ground for tre-
mendous economic, social, and cultural diversification and sophistication.
Still, as the process of agricultural intensification ran its course by the eve
of industrialization, some 80—90 per cent of the world’s population con-
sisted of hard toiling, disease-infested, malnourished peasants, suffering high
mortality rates and struggling to extract meagre subsistence from small,
intensively cultivated agricultural lots. How was this paradoxical result
possible?

Again the main answer is demographic growth, and a spectacular one.
The transition to farming seems to have increased the human mortality rate
(and generally decreased human health), but it increased the human birth
rate far more. Women'’s net fertility grew owing to a combination of factors,
including: a permanent home base, shortened lactation periods (which acts
in mammals as a natural anti-pregnancy means), increased calorific intake
(mainly carbohydrates stored as body fat), and greater demand for working
hands in the fields and at home. Birth rates nearly doubled between hunter—
gatherers and agriculturalists, on average from about four to five births per
woman to six to eight.” As plant and animal cultivation meant far greater
food yield from a given space, these many more babies could be fed. The
result was a continuous demographic explosion. Cultivation’s far greater
productivity translated into ever-larger numbers—necessitating ever-
growing intensification—rather than into per capita growth in well-being.
This was a runaway ‘Red Queen’ process.’

World population at the beginning of the Neolithic or New Stone Age,
the era of agriculture some 10,000 years ago, can be only roughly estimated.
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Based on the density of archaeological sites and the known density of
recently extant hunter—gatherer populations, estimates range from 5 to
15 million people worldwide. Cultivation and husbandry brought an esti-
mated tenfold increase in that number in the first five millennia after their
advent, with an increase by perhaps as much as a factor of 100 by the eve of
industrialization, another 5,000 years later. Once again this demographic
growth depended on two factors: agricultural intensification of existing
cultivated land, related to innovation in technology and method; and the
availability of as yet uncultivated land that could be turned to cultivation.
Both the intensification and expansion options took place in parallel over
time. Whereas lush environments could support only a few hunter—
gatherers per square kilometre, they could sustain dozens of farmers in the
same space unit, and up to hundreds where intensive systems of irrigation
had evolved. The numbers were smaller but the density ratios between
hunter—gatherers and cultivators remain pretty much the same in less
productive environments.” At the same time, cultivation and husbandry
continuously spread out from their centres of origin. There were three ways
by which this spread could take place: the original farmers themselves
would spread out into uncultivated lands as their numbers incessantly grew,
pushing out the local hunter—gatherers by sheer numbers or mixing with
them to a greater or lesser degree; farming would be taken up by hunter—
gatherer communities neighbouring on the farmers by way of cultural imi-
tation—that is, farming rather than the farmers spread; or a combination of
the two processes could occur. In (pre)historical reality, all three options
apparently took place.

The scholarly debate on the subject seems to result in the following
rule of thumb: cultivation spread by farmer colonists into areas previously
populated sparsely by simple hunter—gatherers, who could offer little effec-
tive resistance; by contrast, farmer colonists were able to make little headway
into areas populated by denser communities of more sedentary hunter—
gatherers; the latter eventually themselves adopted agriculture through cul-
tural imitation.® A striking instance of the first model, which took place
relatively late in time to leave its particularly clear marks, is the expansion of
the Bantu-speaking farmers. Spreading from west Africa from the first
millennium BC, they took over 1,000 years gradually to colonize central and
south-east Africa. In the process, they pushed out and greatly reduced the
Khoisanid populations of hunter—gatherers (today’s Bushmen and Khoikhoi

162



Tribal Warfare in Agraria and Pastoralia

[Hottentots] of south-west Africa), who earlier appear to have inhabited
the whole of east Africa from north to south. This shift, long attested to by
the existence of the Bantu family of languages, has been documented
by archaeology and, more recently, by the new methods of population
genetics. In this case, the spread of farming meant the spread of the original
farmers themselves, and their languages, replacing other, sparse populations
of hunter—gatherers.

The spread of farming from its oldest and most influential centre in the
Near East is of particular interest, although the evidence is buried much
deeper in the past and is far more complex. Europe was one direction into
which Near Eastern farming spread. It is archaeologically documented to
have spread from Anatolia in a north-westerly direction at a mean rate of
one kilometre per year, reaching the farthest, Atlantic end of the continent
by the fifth millennium BC, with local variations, of course, affecting this
‘wave of advance’. Most archaeologists agree that, at least in the Balkans and
central Europe, farming was introduced by migrating colonists from the
Near East. The beginning of agriculture in central Europe is associated with
a uniform archaeological culture (LSB), which emerged fully out of no
visible indigenous origins. The earlier, thinly spread population of simple
hunter—gatherers was apparently more or less displaced and possibly partly
assimilated by the newcomers. However, along the resource-rich north-
western European seashore, from the Iberian Peninsula to the Baltic, denser,
more populous Mesolithic societies of complex hunter—gatherers lived. The
archaeological record suggests that these societies held their own. Here
agriculture, as well as other elements of culture, may have diffused across the
agricultural frontier with trade, intermarriage, and other forms of contact—
including warfare—all documented by archaeology. As with the Bantu-
speaking farmer colonizers in Africa, evidence in support of this prehistoric
development comes from population genetics, which provides new deep
insights into our ‘fossilized’ past. It turns out that the most significant
genetic gradient on the population map of modern Europe goes from
south-east to north-west, apparently recording the wave-like shape of the
Neolithic farmers’ colonizing advance.

Europe was only one direction that the Neolithic expansion of Near
Eastern farming and farmers took. Through either colonization or diffusion,
or through both, farming appears to have spread to the east, through the
Iranian Plateau to the Indian subcontinent, as well as to the south-west, to
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Genetic map of Europe (first principal component): the spread of Near East
agriculturalists? (Source: L. L. Cavalli-Sforza, P. Menozzi, and A. Piazza, The History and
Geography of Human Genes, Princeton, 1994; permission by Princeton University Press)

the Nile Valley and north Africa. These developments are attested to by the
spread of the Neolithic sites and by the types of domesticated breeds found
in them that derive from the Near East. Furthermore, as we saw with the
Bantu-speakers’ colonization in Africa, languages offer another means of
piercing the past’s thick veil of darkness and tracing the development and
branching of ethnic communities. Some theories suggest that three of the
world’s largest language families originated from, and ‘fossilize’, the Near
Eastern Neolithic colonization cum assimilation. In the eastern direction
there is the Elamo—Dravidian family of languages, the earliest textually
recorded representative of which, Elamite, from south-west Iran, is known
from the third millennium BC; descendants of Dravidian are still spoken in
south India, with some surviving relics in Pakistan. Later rolled back by the
advance of Indo-European speakers, the Elamo—Dravidian family of
languages is believed once to have stretched continuously from the Tigris
to the Indian Ocean. The south-westerly direction of the Near Eastern
Neolithic spread of farmers and farming is presumably reflected in the
Afro-Asiatic (Hamito-Semitic) family of languages. Its oldest textually
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recorded representatives, ancient Egyptian and Akkadian, are known from
the third millennium BC, and its many other members—Assyrian, Aramaic,
Phoenician, Canaanite, Hebrew, Arabic, and all the way to the Amharic of
Ethiopia and Berber of north Africa (to mention just a few)—are also well
known from antiquity. Finally, archaeologist Colin Renfrew has contro-
versially suggested that the European direction of the Neolithic coloniza-
tion from Anatolia is the source of the Indo-European family of languages.’
In other world centres of farming, a similar model has been advanced to
explain the spread of the language families of east and south-east Asia:
Sino-Tibetan, Tai-Austronesian(-)Austro-Asiatic—presumably carried in
diverging directions by the original cultivators (millet in the north, rice in
the south) from about 5000 BC."

Obviously, all these large language families could not have come to be just
by accident, without some mechanism of spread. As linguists are agreed,
some processes of cultural unification, at least partly or wholly caused by
population movements, must have brought them about. The known tempo
of language mutation indicates that the processes that created these language
families cannot be more than a number of thousands of years old, because
otherwise the various languages in each family would have diverged from
each other so much as to lose all recognizable resemblance. The spread of
farming from 10,000 years ago is a prime possible mover of this sort of lin-
gual/ethnic expansion. It is not the only possible one, however. As we see
later, other prime movers of language unification existed down the road of
history. To be sure, the processes at issue were historically complex, ‘untidy’,
and multilayered, with their details largely irretrievable from prehistory and
unsusceptible to full reconstruction. Their main interest to us is in so far as
they can help to shed light on the interrelationship that existed between the
spread of farming and warfare. In the first place, how violent was the process?

ARMED CONFLICT IN THE SPREAD
OF FARMING

As already noted, despite archaeology’s paramount role in unearthing
the past, the light that it sheds on prehistory can only be dim. Events,
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ethnicity, and much of the non-material culture, including language, leave a
particularly poor mark in the surviving record in the absence of a human
voice. Historical language distribution and, more recently, genetic markers
can offer further insight into prehistory: the former, because of the rela-
tively rapid pace of lingual evolution (albeit the most slowly mutating form
of culture)—only thousands of years back; the latter much, and potentially
ever, deeper. However, as seen in Part 1, to breathe life into the bare bones of
archaeological finds and infuse them with social detail, there is no substitute
to carefully controlled analogies from the ethnography of prehistoric farm-
ing peoples who came into contact with, and were documented by, literate
cultures. I attempt to draw from and combine both types of evidence—the
archaeological and the ethnographic.

With respect to warfare, a fairly modulated relationship appears to have
existed between hunter—gatherers and farmers. Farmers had the advantage
of numbers, because their populations were denser and their social units
larger. On the other hand, they were stationary, and their crops and farm
animals were highly vulnerable to human predatory incursions, as well as to
acts of vandalism."" The temptation for hunter—gatherers was strong, espe-
cially but not only in times of stress. As nomads who lacked significant
property, they held the initiative, could choose the time of their raids, and
were considerably less exposed to retaliatory counter-raids. Thus peaceful
relations and exchange regularly rotated with raids and violence between
these two population types, each regarding the other as particularly alien and
inferior in their way of life. What counted most in the farmers’ expansion
into lands suitable for cultivation and inhabited by sparse hunter—gatherer
populations was not direct armed confrontations, or even deterrence by
superior numbers, but the settlement, demographic, and ecological facts that
the colonizers created on the ground over generations and centuries. Rather
than invasion, this was an inherently protracted process—barely if at all
perceivable in the lifetimes of people—that occasional raiding for farm
produce by hunter—gatherers, which undoubtedly took place, did not
fundamentally change. The process ended only when the dwindling
hunter—gatherer groups were gradually pushed out into regions unsuitable
for cultivation, from which their members continued sporadically to raid
their agricultural neighbours. Of course, as mentioned earlier, in some cases
hunter—gatherers took up farming themselves, imitating and partly mixing
with the colonizers. And farming also spread through cultural imitation into
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relatively dense communities of complex hunter—gatherers, into whose
territories farmer colonizers were less able to make headway and whose
raiding they had to endure.

Hunter—gatherers’ raids on farmers were mostly hit and run, most
probably being small-scale affairs of a theft and ‘armed burglary’ nature,
especially where the farmers possessed domesticated animals. Where such
farm animals existed, they were almost invariably the chief objective, a
prime concentration of easily movable nutrients to be taken away from
either their fields of pasture or their enclosures. Bantu archaeological sites,
for example, show the animals penned at the centre of the settlements,'* an
obvious protective means—undoubtedly from preying animals, possibly
from other farmers, but in all likelihood also from hunter—gatherers. In
southern Africa, for example, as recorded by Europeans after contact and
depicted in earlier rock paintings, the San Bushmen sporadically engaged in
cattle raiding on their neighbouring Bantu farmers and Khoikhoi pastoral-
ists, which occasionally resulted in warfare."” The frontier between the dense
Mesolithic hunter—gatherers of the north-west European coast and the early
Neolithic central European farmers of ostensible Near Eastern origin shows
archaeological signs of violent friction: there was a no-man’s-land between
the two populations; walled enclosures in the farming settlements were
presumably used for protecting the livestock; at least some of the settlements
themselves were defended by stockades and ditches; and there were traces of
settlement burning and of scalping. Evidence of fortified villages similarly
appears shortly after the expansion of farming through the Mediterranean
into Greece and Italy, probably also indicating raiding by local dense
Mesolithic hunter—gatherers."*

Crops were another object of hunter—gatherer raiding on farmers,
although these were far more difficult to obtain forcefully in bulk than
livestock. Theft of produce from fields took place, but for logistic reasons
could only be marginal. To be significant, the storage of harvested produce
within the agricultural settlements had to be taken. Furthermore, unlike in
livestock raiding—as large quantities of agricultural produce could not be
moved away, certainly not in a rush—the farmers themselves would have
had to be killed if the raiders were to avail themselves of their rich storage of
tood resources.

In historical times, the Apache and Navaho hunter—gatherers of the semi-
arid regions of the Great Plains regularly raided their pueblo agriculturalist
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neighbours of the present south-west USA. Normally, these were small-
scale affairs, carried out by individuals and small groups. Farm animals were
the main goal, and villages were usually not taken, although houses were
occasionally broken into.”” However, by these recorded times, after contact,
the hunter—gatherers of the Great Plains had obtained the horse from the
Europeans, whereas the pueblo agriculturalists had obtained farm animals.
These imports considerably changed both communities’ earlier patterns of
life. In contrast to the Old World, farm animals had barely existed at all in
America before contact, partly because of a lack of suitable wild varieties for
domestication, particularly bovines (cattle), caprines (goats and sheep), and
equids (horses, donkeys). With the exception of dogs, and variably in some
regions—turkeys, guinea pigs, and small dromedaries (llama, alpaca)—
farming in America meant predominantly agriculture.'® It should also be
noted that the Na-Dene Athapaskan speakers, Apache and Navaho,
may themselves have arrived in the region from the north only as late as
AD 1500.

All the same, the pueblo agriculturalists had taken measures to defend
their storage and dwellings from early in prehistory. As agriculture and
sedentism took off in the region towards the middle of the first millennium
AD (with the domesticated breeds originally diffusing from Mexico), evi-
dence of a stockade surrounding a settlement was found: ‘other sites
may have had stockades too, but the excavators did not look for them.”"”
Mississippi—Missouri agriculturalists of roughly the same period similarly
surrounded their settlements with palisades, moats, and ditches, evidently at
least partly constructed against their Great Plains’ nomadic hunter—gatherer
neighbours. Returning to the south-west pueblos, the large settlements of
the advanced Chaco Canyon culture around AD 1000—the centres for up
to thousands of farmers, ritual, crafts, and trade—were famously built in a
closed horseshoe pattern. Outwardly, the dwellings and storage rooms
formed a closed wall, which in Pueblo Bonito, for example, rose as high as
four to five stories. The slightly later, magnificent, Mesa Verde pueblos were
built high up the canyon’s side, sheltered by the cliffs. The houses were
closely packed together, forming continuous walls that blocked access into
the settlement. Towers in each settlement apparently served for observation
and refuge.

These defensive measures may have been taken at least partly against
other agricultural communities. As we see later, relations between the
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‘Cliff Palace’, Mesa Verde. Flourishing in Colorado in the twelfth century AD, this
pueblo settlement included over 200 rooms with an estimated population of over 400
people. Sheltered by the cliff, it presented a walled front of continuous dwellings, which
blocked access when ladders were raised

agriculturalists themselves often saw the eruption of hostilities. Nevertheless,
marauding hunter—gatherer groups must have constituted a threat, especially
in such oasis communities on the verge of the semi-arid steppe. The earliest
known pueblo-like settlement of clustered, impregnable houses (according
to their excavator, clearly designed for defence), and one of the earliest
known large agricultural, crafts, and trade settlements anywhere, was
unearthed in the most ancient centre of agriculture, south-west Asia. This is
Catal-Hiiyiik in Anatolia from the mid-seventh millennium BC, far removed
from the American pueblos in both time and space, but less in ‘relative time’,
in the chronology and development of agricultural society.'” Admittedly,
the inhabitants of Catal-Huytik already possessed cattle. Thus the most strik-
ing evidence for a specific hunter—gatherers’ threat to crop-growing farmers
would appear to be yet older, indeed the oldest: Jericho.

Jericho, in the valley of the Jordan River, is among the very first
known agricultural settlements in the pristine cradle of agriculture itself,
dating from the late ninth millennium BC. By the eighth millennium,
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A reconstructed section of Catal-Hiiyiik in Anatolia. Prospering in the mid-seventh
millennium BGC, it is one of the earliest known large settlements anywhere. In this
pueblo-like settlement of clustered, impregnable houses, access was by ladders.
Contrary to the Rousseauite belief, fortifications simply became possible with
sedentism, rather than being made necessary by agriculture

even before the domestication of animals, early Neolithic (Pre-Pottery
Neolithic A or PPNA) Jericho, a ten acre site with an estimated population
of 2,000-3,000 (figures now tend to be revised downwards), was already
surrounded by a free-standing stone wall, 600 metres long, perhaps 4 metres
tall, and 1-2 metres wide. At the bottom of the wall, a large moat was cut in
the rock bed, and behind the wall an 8.5 metre stone tower was found.
Kathleen Kenyon, the site’s excavator in the 1950s, believed that Jericho
was not unique for its time and that other such large settlements would be
found close to the region. She thus held that the fortifications had been
erected against these other agricultural settlements rather than against
marauding hunter—gatherers, and that the later (PPNB) walled settlement
found at the site was indeed a sign of foreign occupation by another settled
people. Other scholars speculated that Jericho may have been a major trad-
ing centre in Dead Sea minerals, making it a coveted prize.'” However, after
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decades of archaeological research, it has become clear that no similar large
settlement existed to rival early Neolithic Jericho—that it was indeed
unique for its time. Furthermore, there was a clear time separation between
the first and second layers at the site, practically ruling out a forceful
occupation by another settled community. Evidence of either mineral pro-
cessing and trade or the material wealth associated with it has not been
found. Thus, as archaeologist James Mellaart concludes, an acute threat
from marauding hunter—gatherer groups to their stored crops, lives, and,
indeed, uniquely fertile land would seem to have been the main factor
that propelled the inhabitants of this pristine agricultural oasis to cluster
together and undertake the labour involved in the massive defensive
construction.”

In summary, crops would appear to have been far more difficult and
dangerous to obtain by force than livestock. Crop raiding required occupa-
tion of the settlement by the raiders, violent action to kill the inhabitants,
and, hence, large-scale, co-ordinated action. It would seem to have been less
frequent but more serious an undertaking than livestock raiding. However,
when starvation loomed, it would have been highly tempting for the raiders,
and, needless to say, the loss of their crops would have meant starvation for
the farmers as well, who could not afford to run away. During raids on
farming settlements, the Navaho and Apache, for example, also carried cap-
tured women away with them. When raiders were killed, vengeance raids
followed, sometimes consisting of up to 200 participants, igniting a cycle of
hostility and retribution. Scalps were taken by the warriors.*!

In any event, over time, as hunter—gatherers were contracting in number
worldwide, conflict took place mainly among the farmers themselves. The
appearance of fortifications, so dramatically typified by Jericho’s two firsts—
agriculture and stone walls—has been taken by Rousseauites to indicate that
violent conflict emerged, or truly took off, only with agriculture. After all,
fortifications are the first unequivocal sign of warfare that can be detected by
the tools at the disposal of archaeology. However, as already seen, the correl-
ation is unwarranted, and it has been highly misleading. Fortifications were
indeed a new phenomenon, but they were predominantly a function of
sedentism rather than of violent conflict alone. As the American north-west
coast demonstrates, sedentary hunter—gatherers in lush environments also
protected their settlements with fortifications. If simpler hunter—gatherers
did not, it was because they were nomadic, in the same way that later-day
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pastoralists would not erect fortifications, despite both group types’ high
exposure to violence and violent death.

Indeed, nor did even the advent of cultivation lead everywhere and
immediately to fortifications, in the way that it did in Jericho. In the Near
East from the eighth to the fifth millennia BC, after the advent of farming
and before the onset of urbanization, indications of fortifications have been
excavated in some settlements, although in most no signs of fortifications
have been found, probably because in the majority none existed.* In many
other regions of the world as well, it took a long time for fortifications to
appear and proliferate. Some authors have interpreted this as an indication
that during the spread of agriculture there was still an abundance of empty
space and free land to move into and, hence, that violent conflict was less of a
factor, if at all.” However, this argument has very limited, if any, validity.
The objects of human fighting were far from being confined to arable land.
As we have seen, there was everywhere strong competition for women (and
raids for them), often flaring up into violent conflict. Hunting territories
continued to be of the utmost importance, because for a very long time
hunting supplemented horticulture and animal husbandry as a significant
source of nutrients. Killings in turn led to continuing cycles of revenge
and retribution. Furthermore, with farming there were now livestock and
crops to be had. Everything we know ethnographically about historical
horticulturalists suggests that the lives of their prehistorical predecessors
were insecure and fraught with violent death.

So why did fortifications not emerge everywhere hand in hand with
agriculture? A combination of factors accounts for this. In the first place, for
a very long time farming meant shifting, highly extensive horticulture, with
fields abandoned and settlements moved to new locations every few years,
when the soil’s fertility was exhausted. Both housing and defensive installa-
tions were rudimentary. Shifting horticulturalists were actually less seden-
tary than the intensive hunter—gatherer—fishers of the American north-west
coast, for example. Furthermore, in many regions of the world, such as
temperate central and northern Europe until late in prehistory, settlement
took the form of family farms (‘homesteads’) and small hamlets, sparsely
spread out in the fertile land. This was very different from the settlement
pattern in the dry Near East, let alone a desert oasis such as Jericho, with
its water source, naturally irrigated and naturally fertilized alluvial fan,
warm, productive winter climate, and abundance of wildlife. All these were a
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magnet for a dense and truly sedentary farmer settlement from the start,
making Jericho appear far ahead of its time and somewhat of a scholarly
puzzle®* As mentioned earlier, signs of fortified village sites appear in
Greece and Italy shortly after the start of farming, and later also become
evident in central Europe.” However, no large villages existed in northern
Europe until the first millennium BC, and even later in the far north. The
people in the widely dispersed family farms and hamlets often did not have
the means to erect significant defences and, more importantly, lacked the
manpower to guard them continuously. (To draw a remote analogy, they
were in no different position in this respect from the European ‘homestead’
settlers in the American “Wild West’.) Violent conflict among simple agri-
culturalists was, anyway, largely between clans (that is, ‘internal’) and was
mainly carried out on a small scale and by surprise. As one authority has put
it: ‘Ethnography suggests that warfare is likely to have been rife amongst
many agricultural societies in prehistoric Europe before the prevalence of
fortifications.’*

Indeed, the general picture drawn from such cases in which both archaeo-
logical and historical sources exist and can be brought to bear on each other
is clear enough. For example, the Greeks of the Dark Ages between the
twelfth and eighth centuries BC, the Celts of northern Italy during
the fourth and third centuries BC, the Germans around the beginning of the
Christian era, the Northmen of Norway and Sweden as late as the middle of
the first millennium AD, and the highlander Scots until the late European
Middle Ages, all lived in mostly unfortified family farms and small hamlets,
while experiencing an insecure, often violent, and even bellicose existence.
As Polybius writes, the Celts ‘lived in unwalled villages ... and were
exclusively occupied with war and agriculture’.”” More recently, the nine-
teenth century’s Montenegrins, who had an estimated violent death rate
among adult males of about 25 per cent, built houses with small windows
and thick walls but no specialized communal fortifications. Violent conflict
was one, but only one, among several factors that affected the clustering of
farmers into villages, which could then be fortified. Uneven resource distri-
bution in space (fertile land, water), increased agricultural intensification,
denser population, scarcer land, and tighter social networks that led to
larger-scale communal warfare were some of the other factors involved.

Ethnography has additional instructive cases to offer. As we have already
seen, the Yanomamo horticulturalists and hunters, who experienced
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endemic, deadly, but particularly small-scale, hostilities, lived in small
villages surrounded by the most rudimentary palisades. The more intensive
horticulturalists of highland New Guinea—also experiencing incessant
armed strife, including large-scale night raids—Ilived some in fortified
settlements and some in dispersed farmsteads. The Mae Enga, for example,
whose violent death rate for men was almost 35 per cent, lived in clan
farmsteads—‘defended, literally, to the last yard—and lacked fortified
villages.™

The multi-island societies of Polynesia are another highly diverse labora-
tory for pre-state agricultural communities, not yet examined in this book.
From the time that they were reached by Europeans in the later part of the
eighteenth century, the Pacific islands fired European imagination with the
vision of pristine, innocent, happy, non-corrupt, pre-civilization, peaceful
people enjoying natural plenty and free love, the epitome of the Rousseauite
view. However, as far as violent conflict was concerned (and much else
beside), nothing was further from the truth. The different island societies
of this vastly dispersed archipelago were notoriously rife with violence.
According to a major study of 18 of them—the smallest, reef atolls, contain-
ing no more than a couple of thousand inhabitants, the largest, a few
hundred thousand strong—not one lacked endemic warfare. According to
another leading authority: “Warfare . . . was ubiquitous in Polynesia.” Nor
was it a recent phenomenon there, because derivatives of the word toa,
warrior, are shared by the various Polynesian languages, indicating that it
goes back to well before their vast dispersal in ocean voyages thousands of
years ago.”” Fortifications, however, although conspicuous in many places,
were far from being evident everywhere or from correlating with the inten-
sity of warfare. For example: ‘In striking contrast to New Zealand or
Rapa, the Hawaiian Islands—despite the endemic warfare that characterized
late prehistoric [that is, known—author’s comment| Hawaiian culture—
generally lack fortified sites.”

To conclude, the ethnographic evidence of pre-state agricultural societies
shows very high violence rates, which did not always manifest themselves in
the construction of fortifications. Fortifications can thus serve as a mark of
violent conflict only in a positive manner.”'

It is time to move a step forward, to examine the nature of these simple
farming societies and enquire into what sort of violent conflict they
engaged in.
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TRIBAL SOCIETIES

The ethnographic record brings out something that is barely detect-
able by archaeology: people—hunter—gatherers or simple agriculturalists—
are not just spread out in household or village groups (or do not just share in
wide archaeological tool ‘cultures’). In every locality they participate in and
are linked by social ties, in which kinship and culture play a determining
role. Admittedly, from the 1960s anthropologists have become less confident
than they used to be with the concept of the ‘tribe’, and more conscious of
its fluidity and diversity. But the same reservations apply to any other per-
fectly meaningful concept, such as the state, society, or a people. Tribal
networks and affiliations in simple, pre-urban and pre-state agricultural
societies are often—almost inherently—loose, but they exist. Sceptic
influential anthropologist Morton Fried has gone as far as suggesting that
the tribe is a ‘secondary phenomenon’, created only under the impact of
more complex social entities (states), primarily, perhaps, in the form of
conflict.” However, inter-tribal conflict predated the state and served as a
powerful formative force for the tribe.

Much greater productivity and, hence, much greater (and growing) popu-
lation densities meant that agricultural tribes were larger than the hunter—
gatherer tribe, or ‘regional group’. This was predominantly a function of the
fact that more people were in touch and interacting within contact distance.
Wider kin groups now lived closer together. We have already seen this in the
larger regional groups of the denser hunter—gatherers of the American
north-west coast, which reached as many as 2,000 people, in comparison
with the average 500 of simpler hunter—gatherers. However, although
larger than hunter—gatherer groups, agricultural tribes were still relatively
small-scale societies, normally consisting of anything between two and a few
tens of thousands of people. Tribes were not necessarily of a different ethnic
and language stock from their neighbours, although dialect differences were
common. Separate tribes existed within larger, sometimes much larger, eth-
nic populations and subpopulations, with interactions among the tribes of
the same ethnic population being either peaceful or hostile, mostly rotating
between the two. These wider ethnic populations and subpopulations are
often referred to as a ‘people’ or ‘nation’ but are better addressed as ethnos
(Greek) or ethnie (French).” They shared ethnocultural features, but, unlike
tribes, little or any ties that would make them a social entity.
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Although demonstrating considerable cultural and ethnic persistence
over time, ethnies and tribes were far from being ‘primordial” or static. New
ethnies and tribes branched out and evolved into separate existence as their
original ethnos or tribe grew over a certain size and spread out over larger
space and into new localities. Tribes also split because of internal strife, and
could be dispersed, eliminated, or absorbed by foreign tribes and ethnies.
Several tribes from a particular ethnos (occasionally including foreign tribal
elements as well) sometimes came together in larger tribal confederacies, in
response to various stimuli, again including armed conflict perhaps as the
chief factor. For example, some of the tribes described in Tacitus’s invaluable
Germania in the first century AD—one of the fullest surveys of ancient tribal
societies that we have—are not heard of later or during the Germanic
migrations of the fifth century. On the other hand, two of the major latter-
day Germanic tribal entities, the Franks and the Alamanni, appear as such
only in the third century, presumably from processes of confederation and
amalgamation involving earlier known tribes on the Roman frontier. The
name Alamanni (meaning all men) hints at such processes.

Another celebrated case in point is the Iroquois of the American north-
east, turned by Lewis Morgan into a paradigm for tribal society in general in
his Ancient Society (1877), which was fully taken up by Friedrich Engels. The
Iroquois League of five tribes that inhabited today’s upstate New York—the
Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas—became famous for
fierceness and military prowess in the seventeenth-century colonial and
native wars for power and trade. However, the League predated the arrival of
the Dutch, French, and English in North America. The exact date of its
foundation is unknown, but, based on the strong native traditions, scholars
are agreed that it was probably created some time before or after 1500.
Furthermore, it was founded as a League of Peace among its member tribes,
which had earlier existed separately and in a state of endemic and vicious
intra-warfare. Archaeology shows that the thinly dispersed farming sites in
the region, which had been colonized a few centuries earlier, were cluster-
ing into large fortified villages after AD 1000. These fortified villages
remained the typical settlement pattern in colonial times and were
described in detail by the Europeans. It should be noted that the League did
not encompass all the tribes of the Iroquois dialect speakers, with some of
whom, such as the Huron Confederacy of five tribes to their north-west,
the League was engaged in repeated wars that resulted in the displacement
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and partial extermination of the Hurons. Demographic calculations are
tenuous, because European epidemics decimated the natives of North
America. Still, although the Iroquois speakers as a whole are estimated at
90,000 people in the first half of the seventeenth century, the League of Five
numbered 20,000-30,000. The individual member tribes ranged in size
from 2,000 to 7,000, and were capable of fielding no more than a few
hundred to 1,000—1,500 warriors each, at most.>*

Again, comparative ethnographic data offer a clear picture of the typical
size and composition of tribal societies. At contact, the Huron Confederacy
consisted of an estimated 21,000 people, the Powhatan Confederacy in
Virginia of 15,000-20,000, and the Cherokee of the south-east of around
the same number.”” The Creek Confederacy of the Mexican Gulf consisted
of six tribes, and the Dakota (Sioux) ‘nation’ of a dozen. There were 27
tribes and tribal confederacies on the Great Plains. The four tribal confeder-
acies that dominated the northern Plains (Dakota, Blackfoot, Cree, Mandan-
Hidatsa) consisted each of an estimated 15,000-25,000 people. To their
south, the Pawnee Confederacy numbered 7,000-10,000, divided into four
tribal bands.”® The Kiowa tribe of the southern Plains probably never num-
bered more than 2,000.”” In Mesoamerica, the Aztecs were one among
seven Nahuatl-speaking tribes who immigrated into the Valley of Mexico
from the north. Their original tribal composition was still evident in the
internal borough division of Tenochtitlan, the city that they built in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, as they grew into statehood and later into
an imperial power.

During the Celtic invasions of the Mediterranean world in the fourth and
third centuries BC—the Celts’ first major appearance in written history—
six named tribes (or parts of tribes) settled down in Italy and three in Asia
Minor, the latter comprising together some 20,000 people.” In the middle
of the first century BC, during his conquest of Gaul, part of the Celts’ core
homeland, Julius Caesar mentions about 100 larger Celtic tribal com-
munities (civitas or populus), already undergoing the start of urbanization and
in the process of transition from tribalism.” Over 30 main tribal groupings
are identified in Britain during the Roman conquest of the first century
AD.* Some 50 tribal entities are mentioned in Tacitus’s Germania (who
states that he names only the more significant ones), whereas 69 are
recorded by the geographer Ptolemy in the second century AD.*' One of
the later Germanic confederacies, the Franks, was apparently formed from
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some eight Lower Rhine tribal groups.* Classical sources mention 50—100
Thracian tribes (roughly in today’s Bulgaria).” Similar to the Aztec
Tenochtitlan, Athens originated from a confederation of elements from the
four lonian tribes, Sparta from elements of the three Dorian tribes, and
Rome from three Latin tribal entities. Indeed, as Morgan recognized—
following in the footsteps of Adam Ferguson’s An Essay on the History of
Civil Society (1767) and himself adopted by Engels—there was a clear simi-
larity between the tribal societies encountered by the modern Europeans
during their ‘Age of Discovery’ and those with which they were familiar
from their classical education: the early ancient Greeks and Romans and
their later north European neighbours. This was a long journey in fixed
chronology but a rather shorter one in relative time. Montenegro was prob-
ably the last tribal society in Europe, persisting into the age of the gun and
still in evidence in the late nineteenth century. The 30-odd Montenegrin
tribes, engulfed in endless inter-clan and inter-tribe violence, as well as in
vicious struggles against Turkish occupation, numbered around 2,000 each.**

In Polynesia, a few thousand people to a tribe was the standard, although
in Hawaii, Tonga, and Samoa, tribes were as much as a few tens of thousands
strong.” In New Zealand, a total population of a few hundred thousand was
divided among some 40, often warring, tribes.*

In Africa, studies of pre-state ethnies in the first half of the twentieth
century registered the following results. The Dinka of southern Sudan
numbered some 900,000, divided into 25 main tribal groups of widely
diverging sizes, with the largest further divided into ‘sub-tribes’. Their
neighbours, the Nuer, totalled 300,000, with tribal size also varying con-
siderably from a few thousand to 45,000. The Logoli and Vugusu Bantu of
western Kenya comprised about 300,000, divided into some 20 tribes. The
Konkomba in northern Togo comprised 45,000 people, divided into several
tribes. The Lugbara of Uganda and Zaire numbered 250,000, divided into
some 60 tribes averaging 4,000 people each. The Bwamba of the same
region numbered roughly 30,000. The Tallensi of the Gold Coast totalled
about 35,000 out of a larger lingual and ethnic stock of about 170,000. The
Zulu ‘nation’ of a few hundred thousand people was united in the early
nineteenth century from many previously independent tribes, each totalling
a few thousand."

All these small-scale societies were based on expanding and interlocking
kinship circles, which, as we have seen in Part 1, correlated strongly with
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common locality and common culture. Nuclear families came together in
extended ones, which were linked with other related families in clans. The
principal body of social interaction in tribal societies, the clan, was actually
or supposedly descended from a common founding father, who was gener-
ally believed to have had a supernatural and heroic origin. Related clans
generally came together in phrateries, which constituted the highest sub-
divisions of the tribe. These successive subdivisions have different names in
different anthropological studies, as well as, of course, in different societies,
but the general structure was fairly similar. With kinship being the constitut-
ing element of society, ancestry and genealogy were orally recorded many
generations back. Loyalty was extended above all to family and clan, with
inter-clan violent conflict being at least as prevalent as larger-scale conflict;
the term ‘segmentary society’ is often used to describe this social structure
for a good reason. Clans and phrateries could come together in an armed
alliance to counter external threats. The same applies to the co-operation of
whole tribes in tribal confederacies. In all these cases, the language of
kinship and ancestry was regularly invoked to enlist support. Ancestral,
matrimonial, local, and lingual ties were reinforced by other common cul-
tural traits, most importantly those of ritual networks and Amphictionic
alliances.

Status differences were of the utmost importance in tribal societies. Some
scholars have already noted that the term ‘egalitarian society’, commonly
applied in anthropology to most hunter—gatherer and many horticultural
societies, is a relative one. As we have seen, even where property was mini-
mal, status and prestige mattered a great deal—for example, in marriage
opportunities. Status and prestige varied between individuals and were jeal-
ously pursued and defended. Here, too, the term ‘segmentary’ has been
suggested as better than ‘egalitarian’ to denote the loose and fragmented
hierarchical structure of these societies.” The same was true in very simple
horticultural societies (such as the Yanomamo), where property was simi-
larly insignificant. However, skill- and kin-based differences in status and
esteem were to grow steadily and to magnify vastly as property increasingly
grew to dominate social relations. Relative aboriginal human equality was a
function of aboriginal relative poverty, because hunter—gatherers possessed
little that could encumber their nomadic way of life and as they subsisted
directly from nature. From the start of sedentism and/or animal husbandry,
property and, consequently, social power could be accumulated.
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Livestock was the first and primary form of property accumulation in
simple farming societies that still barely experienced arable land’s shortage.
Cattle (and sheep) were universally, and still are, the measure of wealth,
indeed the primary form of currency, in all known simple farming societies
that possessed them. For this reason, in Tacitus’s Germania (5) as well as in
twentieth-century Africa, people cared about the number of animals that
they possessed more than about their quality. Pigs played the same role
among the highlanders of New Guinea. Domesticated horses and camels
would be added to the list later on, wherever and whenever they arrived.
Livestock was the main bride price, again demonstrating the close inter-
relationship between the various elements of the somatic—reproductive
complex. In tribal African societies in particular, competition over women
was heavily skewed along wealth and age lines, creating a true intergenera-
tional conflict. In the same way that the elders in the Australian hunter—
gatherer groups monopolized marriages among them at the young men’s
expense, the elders in many African tribal societies kept the control of the
family and clan livestock tightly in their hands, continuing to marry polygy-
nously into old age. Thus, although females were married at puberty, males
were forced to postpone the start of family life until their 30s. Estimates
suggest that in some regions as many as two-thirds of the women may have
been in polygynous marriages, whereas up to half of the adult men may have
been unmarried at any time. It is little wonder that the abduction of women,
elopement, and violence were widespread among the young men.

The postponement of family life was largely responsible for the wide-
spread African institution of age sets, in which the young adult male
bachelors, unable to start families, lived together in warrior age groups.
This restless element was universally the most war-like part of society.
“Young men might cultivate a distinct subculture stressing beauty, dress,
ornament, virility, insolence, and aggression.””” According to Tacitus, the
Germans ‘are almost the only barbarians who are content with a wife
apiece: the very few exceptions’ are those of high birth. According to a modern
study of early Germanic society: ‘Polygamy is mentioned by a number of
our sources in the version known as resource polygamy: those who could
afford it could have more than one wife.” The same applied to the North-
men of Scandinavia. In these relatively poor Germanic and North societies,
also, cattle were the main measurement of wealth, and bride price was paid.
Although not as deprived as their African counterparts, young male
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bachelors tended to flock around distinguished war leaders in search of their
fortune.”

Livestock could also buy scarce utility and ornamental—prestige—exotic—
luxury goods, which, in addition to those already mentioned in Part 1,soon
included fine clothing and, later, copper, followed by silver and gold. All
three metals—the first to be extracted by sedentary farming societies—were
of almost purely ornamental—conspicuous value, publicly displaying wealth
and social status. Accumulated copper in the form of body rings continued
to serve as a mark of wealth and status in many recently extant simple
farming societies around the world. Greek and Roman authors commented
on the Celt fondness for what to classical taste seemed extravagant and
boasttul gold body adornment among the males. Finally, with population
growth, arable land increasingly became an object of competition. Varying
in fertility and accessibility from the start, it increasingly became a scarcer
(and more intensely cultivated) resource.” Slaves to work in the fields and
in the house were acquired by the rich, mostly obtained in raiding on
foreign people and later also from the poor who had to sell themselves into
bondage.

The growth of property differences and social stratification was a gradual
process. Various factors interacted in each society in determining its form
and pace, but, as a rule, its economic and social elements were intimately
linked. Many tribal societies (especially the ‘poorer’ ones) were socially as
well as economically ‘egalitarian’, again relatively speaking. The clans’ elders
carried particular weight, and collective decisions were reached by tribal
assemblies of all free men. The classical authors’ depictions of the Celts
and Germans were remarkably paralleled throughout the tribal lands
encountered by modern Europeans in America, the Pacific, and Africa. The
clans were sometimes ranked genealogically, according to real or fictitious
seniority in the main male line. Two types of distinctive status emerged in
many, but not all, tribal societies. They have been labelled ‘chief” and ‘big
man’ in a paradigmatic study of Polynesia.”

In those tribal societies that had the ‘office’ of chief (and many did not),
the chief mostly possessed very limited authority. He could be openly
elected or, more commonly, the office was the preserve of a senior clan and
inherited within it, although not necessarily from father to son and often
through elections. The chief sometimes, but not always, was the leader
in war. He co-ordinated social activities and served as an arbiter in social
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disputes. He also fulfilled ritualistic functions. In all these activities he
wielded little coercive power. What authority he had rested on the legit-
imacy of office, seniority, persuasion, and consent. The ‘big man’, on the
other hand, held no office. His status derived from his social astuteness and
‘entrepreneurial’ spirit, charisma, prowess, and skilful use of his property. He
stood in intricate social relations with a group of followers from his own
clan and often from others, to which he offered patronage and protection,
economic assistance in times of stress, and benefits in general, where such
were available for distribution. In return, of course, he received their sub-
ordination and support, which could then be used to enhance his status,
property, and matrimonial success further. His social position rested on a
two-way, but distinctively unequal, give-and-take relationship.”

Even where the economy was somewhat more advanced than that of
Polynesia, the same pattern prevailed. According to Polybius (2:17), writing
on the third- and second-century BC north Italian Celts: “Their possessions
consisted of cattle and gold . . . those among them being the most feared and
the most powerful who were thought to have the largest number of attend-
ants and associates.” In Africa, the ideal was ‘women, cattle and command
over men’, ‘embodied in the image of the Big Man wealthy in grain stores,
cattle, gold, and above all people to provide labour, power, and security . . .
surrounded by his wives, married and unmarried sons, younger brothers,
poor relations, dependants, and swarming children’.”*

It is these kin-based, loose social organizations and internal status com-
petition under conditions of increasing material resources that underlay
social activity in tribal societies, including that of warfare.

TRIBAL WARFARE

A study of early medieval Irish military history approached its subject in
words that apply to all tribal societies: ‘From a modern standpoint, there was
little warfare but much violence.” There was little of the familiar state-
organized, large-scale, centralized, soldier-executed warfare, but violent
armed conflict, and the threat of it, were all pervasive. Our state-based
distinction between external war and internal peace had scant validity.”
The following synthesizes the remarkably similar record of violent conflict
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in tribal societies, taken independently around the world (noting some of
the differences as well). Citation of the relevant particular studies will be
necessarily sparing and only made in reference to specific facts.

At the bottom of the violence scale in tribal societies, there were frequent
inter-clan ‘feuds’ over gardens, fields, livestock, women, status and honour,
and accusations of sorcery, often escalating into vicious cycles of hostility
and retribution. We have already seen this among the natives of New
Guinea, and the same picture held true in other tribal societies. Social medi-
ation could only partly compensate for the lack of a central authority in
resolving such feuds, and yet fewer checks operated in conflict between
larger social entities. Raids on other tribal territories and settlements were
the most common form of warfare. These were little changed from what we
have already seen in Part 1. They ranged in scale from affairs that involved
few to dozens and hundreds of individuals. Participation was voluntary (if
we disregard social pressure). The raids were initiated by chiefs, ‘big men’,
or any distinguished warrior, who raised the matter before the men-warrior
assemblies and led those who chose to join in, often mostly from his own
and related clans. Military leadership was minimal, only in effect for the
duration of the hostilities, had no disciplinary power, and exercised the most
rudimentary tactical control.

People joined raids for all of the interconnected reasons already discussed,
with the material element somewhat transformed in both nature and sig-
nificance: from natural (mainly hunting) resources to cultivated, produced,
and accumulated ones. Where livestock existed, it was almost invariably the
main prize, as is well documented among the Greeks of the Dark Age, Celts,
Germans, early medieval Irish, and highlander Scots up until the eighteenth
century, and in tribal Africa even later. In tribal farming societies, livestock
booty could significantly change one’s material standing. Other nutritious
produce could also be at stake; in the little Tongareva Atoll, for example, in

56

Polynesia, wars were fought for coconut trees.” Raiding—and a warrior
reputation—were a major avenue of social mobility for leaders and led alike.
Head taking—a mark of warrior prowess—was reported by horrified
classical Greeks and Romans with respect to their barbarian neighbours
in central and northern Europe. In nineteenth-century Montenegro, enemy
heads displayed in front of houses and settlements similarly shocked foreign
observers, as they had in seventeenth-century Iroquois lands, and still

would in twentieth-century Amazonia. Women were regularly raped and
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kidnapped. Adult male prisoners were rarely taken. When they were, hor-
rific torture and sacrificial death, often including ritualistic cannibalism,
were commonly inflicted. Some prisoners, especially from among the
young, were taken as slaves. In other cases, as, for example, among the
Iroquois, prisoners were forcibly adopted into Iroquois society (after being
made to run the gauntlet), to fill up the dwindling ranks of this war-like
people. Early Roman traditions also reveal an uncommon willingness to
absorb foreign and defeated elements into the nascent Roman society to
swell its ranks. Living in a highly insecure world, in which force and self-
help were pretty much the law, warrior prestige a social advantage, honour a
social currency to be jealously defended, and looting a key to wealth and
status, many tribal societies tended to be warrior societies. Farm work fell
largely on the women. Oral epics of warfare, heroes, and adventure (and the
gods) were everywhere the staple literary form.

Still, being voluntary and kin based, raiding parties did the utmost to
avoid casualties to themselves. Enemy settlements, including fortified villages,
were stormed at dawn, when the inhabitants were asleep. The Iroquois’ raids
on Huron fortified villages and those by the Maori in New Zealand on each
other’s pa (fortified village) are among the best documented historically.”” If
surprise failed, the attackers normally withdrew. Sieges were extremely rare
and ineftective. Treacherous feasts are also universally attested to. However,
raids could lead into enemy ambushes or unintended head-on encounters
en route (and result in counter-raids), in all of which the raiders could incur
heavy casualties. Formal battles were largely demonstrative, often producing
more noise than blood.® Dancing, chanting, loud music, derision of the
enemy, and individual boasting and displays of bravado—reported, for
example, by variably terrified, bemused, and amused Romans, who found
them barbarous, childish, and grotesque—accounted for much of the noise.
Leaders and distinguished warriors regularly vied for status by taking their
group’s cause in single combats with their counterparts on the opposite side,
while both armed hosts observed the spectacle. With this custom being very
familiar from early Greek and Roman epic traditions, some Roman magis-
trates still accepted and won encounters with Celtic chiefs in the fourth and
third centuries BC. But the custom would appear increasingly primitive and
outdated to later-day Romans.”

Armaments in tribal warfare were privately owned and generally poor. As
already seen, in Stone Age societies they mainly consisted of spears (as well as
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axes, clubs,and knives), bows and arrows and other missiles, shields, occasional
forms of leather armour, and, more rarely, tusk helmets. Metals brought
about a change in the materials used and, of course, a vast improvement in
effectiveness, but surprisingly little change in the fypes of weapons. The
expensive and lucrative bronze, the first utility metal to be manufactured
(in Eurasia but not in the Americas, Africa, or the Pacific), from the third but
mostly in the second millennium BC, was used only by the elite, and
possessed a prestige as well as military value. In the Iron Age as well, iron was
mainly limited to spear-, axe-, and arrowheads. Metal-consuming and more
expensive to produce helmets, armour, and even swords were uncommon
until very late, and mainly possessed by the elite. Thus warriors often fought
naked or half-naked in bravado (although leather body protection was also
used). Body paint was universally applied. After the spread of the domesti-
cated horse in Eurasia, the elite in some tribal farming societies fought
mounted on chariots and later on horseback. However, the great majority of
the warriors fought on foot.

In time, the set battle was growing in significance and was becoming
bloodier than it had been in simpler tribal farming societies. Several factors
account for this process. Gradually, farming intensification and population
densities increased. Armed hosts raided deeper and for longer. The larger the
forces involved, the greater the distances that they covered; and the more
inhabited the country, the less were their chances of affecting surprise and
operating by stealth. The richer and more vital the booty involved, the more
were both sides prepared to risk life in open battle to secure it. When the
land itself was at stake, the odds were perhaps the highest. Clearly the most
critical cases were those involving population movements. In the 1960s,
rightly reacting against an earlier, romantic view of history dominated by
‘tribal invasions’ and conquests, the so-called New Archaeology down-
played population movements in prehistory, emphasizing instead autoch-
thonous, processual developments. In the meantime, however, the pendulum
has swung back a great deal. Historically recorded tribal movements, as
well as archaeological evidence for prehistorical ones, are overwhelming.®
Tribal factions, tribes, and tribal confederacies—with families and posses-
sions—were sometimes on the move into other territories. The reasons for
these movements are only vaguely recorded, and included internal divisions,
population pressure/land scarcity, land depletion, and natural disasters and
stresses. In turn, such movements could produce a chain reaction or ripple
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effect throughout tribal land, as tribes that were pressurized and pushed
from their own territory would exercise pressure on others. Not only the
land, but every belonging and the families became exposed in these folk
migrations and would be defended to the death on both sides.

The Celtic and Germanic worlds provide the best documented examples
of such folk movements from the fourth century BC on, culminating
in the great Germanic migrations of the fourth and fifth centuries AD,
under the pressure of the Huns. But we know that such movements had also
been taking place under much dimmer historical light within the Celtic and
Germanic worlds. For example, the Celts’ expansion from the fifth century
BC from their original homeland between the Marne and Moselle rivers
into central and western Europe is documented archaeologically (La Téne
Culture) as well as linguistically. Similar movements are evident elsewhere
in tribal societies. To be sure, when a tribal-civilized frontier was involved, as
in the Mediterranean—north European case, the attraction of gold, fine
manufactured goods, other luxuries (wine), and rich farming booty added
a new incentive (‘pull’) to the folk movements. The need to engage the
disciplined armies of the state-civilized world in set-piece battles grew
correspondingly.

When things came to serious open battle, there was little to no disciplined
formation or tactical control among the tribal hosts, except for the occa-
sional use of ambushes and ruses. Leaders mainly led by example, in heroic
fashion. The famous Germanic ‘wedge’ formation was probably an expres-
sion of this heroic-type leadership, with the war leader at the head, followed
by his men. Otherwise, the clash of forces centred on individuals and small
groups, engaged in a mélée-style fighting across the front. A crude phalanx-
like formation with locked shields is variably reported throughout northern
Europe, but mostly in later times. The long sword, with which European
tribal warriors were characteristically armed as their friction with the civil-
ized peoples to their south intensified, typified the mélée style of warfare. It
contrasted with the short sword of the classical Mediterranean armies,
intended for close-quarters fighting in dense formations. Against the Greeks
and Romans, the Celts and Germans relied on the furious onslaught of
vigorous and intimidating warriors, brought up in martial and bellicose
societies (and superior in physique), which the classical armies found terrify-
ing and difficult to withstand. In the battles against the Celts, from Allia in
387 BC to Telamon in 225, and against the Germans, from the Cimbri and
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Teutoni invasions at the end of the second century BC to Adrianople and the
Germanic migrations, Roman defeats were almost as frequent as Roman
victories. However, if the initial barbarian onslaught was withstood, the state
armies’ disciplined and more cohesive formations, better tactical control,
and superior weapons and armour for close-quarters fighting usually pre-
vailed. In the eyes of the classical Greeks and Romans, their northern neigh-
bours lacked stability and perseverance, and were quick to swing from
exuberant ferocity to pitiful despair.

Furthermore, contrary to customary exaggerations by the ancient sources
and subsequent modern images, the Celtic and Germanic hosts, even when
they took the form of folk movements of tribes and tribal confederations
with families, carts, livestock, and all, rarely numbered more than tens of
thousands people, with up to 20,000 warriors at most. These were formid-
able numbers, no doubt, even by the scale of the classical Mediterranean
polities. Still, the Romans could lose one battle after the other and re-enter
the field with new armies drawn from their much greater manpower
resources, already much greater than those of the barbarians in the third
century BC, when Rome had dominated Italy. By contrast, the Celts and
Germanic hosts could lose only once. Despite their terrifying marches in
history, their tribal societies were by their very nature relatively small scale.
The Roman Empire finally succumbed to the barbarian enemies that it had
defeated for centuries, for a variety of related reasons: the Germanic folk
movements of the late fourth and early fifth centuries AD across the Rhine
and Danube frontiers—propelled by the Hunnic pressure—were more
general geographically and demographically than the earlier, more isolated
tribal forays; the Germanic tribal formations clustered into larger groupings,
partly under the impact of contact with Rome; the Empire was torn in
endemic civil wars between rival generals and emperors; these emperors and
generals were tempted to enlist the tribal warriors into their service, first on
an individual basis and, later and more dangerously, in their own tribal
groupings, settled within the Empire ( foederati). Still, even then, the Vandals,
the Alans, and their allies, for example, totalled together around 80,000
people before crossing from Spain to Africa in 428, of whom probably
20,000 at most were capable of bearing arms. And the Visigoth and
Ostrogoth heterogeneous tribal conglomerations are estimated to have each
been only slightly larger.”!

To be sure, civilized centralized states normally had a variety of other
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means at their disposal for manipulating tribal societies to their advantage
and for rendering them less dangerous. Furthermore, tribal societies were
themselves transformed by contact with states and civilizations, as well as by
internal processes. However, before examining the transformation of these
societies from their tribal form, I first turn to examine other newcomers of
the Neolithic revolution, who made their appearance only slightly after the
farmers: pastoral tribal societies.

PASTORAL TRIBAL WARFARE

The steady contraction of hunter—gatherers in the face of spreading
agriculture entered a new phase whenever and wherever pastoralists took up
those parts of the marginal land that were unsuitable for cultivation but
could be used for husbandry. This first major economic diversification
within the Neolithic—between agriculturalists and pastoralists—created a
new type of mobile, semi-nomadic neighbours to the farming societies,
which was much more significant in all respects, including the military, than
the hunter—gatherers had been.

As already mentioned, animal husbandry evolved in close succession to
agriculture in south-west Asia. From the seventh millennium BC, the early
farming communities in this region engaged in mixed farming, involving
both cultivation and husbandry. This form of farming spread into Europe,
where it persisted for millennia. According to Caesar (The Gallic War, 4.1,
5.14, 6.21), the more primitive, and more war-like, north European tribes-
men that he encountered—the inland Britons and Germans—relied more
heavily on cattle husbandry than on agriculture. However, in south-west
Asia (and north Africa), where the difference between fertile and semi-arid
land was starker than in temperate Europe, a stronger process of diversifica-
tion gradually took place. The same applied to the east European—west
Asian steppe. Beginning from the fifth and fourth millennia, an increasingly
pastoral way of life was forming on the marginal lands surrounding the
farming societies, as groups moved to exploit this economic niche.”® They
raised sheep and goats, and in more lush steppes also cattle (and horses),
subsisting primarily on the dairy products (and the blood of live animals)
rather than on the meat. However, diversification between farmers and
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herders was not clear cut but graduated. Whereas the farmers continued to
raise livestock, the herders did not give up farming altogether, supplement-
ing their diet by planting seasonal crops and practising varying degrees of
mobility. As we see later, pure nomadism emerged only with developed
horseback riding in the first millennium BC, and even then only in some
specialized environments.

Pastoralists also possessed tribal, kin-based networks.”’ Although their use
of the land was highly extensive, it was far more efficient economically than
that of the hunter—gatherers. Thus, although the herders’ density and abso-
lute numbers were much lower than those of the farmers,®* their social
groups—more widely dispersed than those of the farmers but keeping in
touch by far greater mobility—were individually of roughly the same order
of size as the farmers’. Again the ethnographic record testifies to that. In
mid-twentieth-century east Africa, for example, the pastoral Datoga num-
bered 30,000, divided between several tribes or sub-tribes. The famous
Maasai totalled close to 250,000, divided between 17 tribes, each number-
ing between a few thousand and a few tens of thousand.” The Dodoth
numbered 20,000.® The Karimojong tribal community also comprised
20,000.*” The Dinka and Nuer semi-pastoralists have already been men-
tioned. The Basseri tribe of southern Iran comprised an estimated 16,000
people, divided into 12 descent groups, which were further divided into
large extended families. The total pastoral population in the region totalled
hundreds of thousands.”® The pastoral Bedouin tribes on the middle
Euphrates in northern Syria in the early twentieth century numbered a few
thousand ‘tents’ each, and up to 10,000 for tribal confederations.”

The excavated archives of the kingdom of Mari in that same region,
relating to the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries BC, ofter the most exten-
sive picture that we possess of the pastoralist population in the ancient
Fertile Crescent. Of the three major Amorite pastoral tribal confederations
in the Mari domain, ten Hanean, five Benjaminite, and three Sutean tribes
are mentioned by name. There were other, smaller tribal groups, and the
tribes themselves were further divided along kin lines.”” The ancient Israel-
ites’” presence in (pre- or proto-)history starts as they appear coalesced—in a
process with origins that remain mostly obscure—into 12 tribes of various
sizes, internal clan divisions, and closeness to each other. At least their core
element was made up of herding tribal groups in a process of settling down,
speaking similar dialects (which were also no different from those spoken by
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their other neighbours in Canaan and its vicinity), and coming together in a
loose military-Amphictionic alliance. In the light of archaeological surveys,
estimates of the early Israelite population are now sharply revised down-
ward, to considerably fewer than 100,000 people.”' According to Pliny
(Natural History, 5.4.29-30), there were 516 populi, including 53 urban
groups, in Roman north Africa, a major region of semi-nomadic tribal
pastoralists. He named only 25 of these, whereas a modern catalogue of the
ancient sources has been able to list fewer than 130."

Pastoral tribes also centred on kin and clan. The position of chief (coming
from a senior clan and mostly restricted in authority, as we have seen)
existed in some but not in others. Material and social status could vary
considerably among clans, families, and individuals, with livestock by far the
prime possession. Although the average was a few dozen cattle or close to
100 small stock per family (tent), the rich possessed hundreds of animals.”
Stock transactions and the ability to circulate it in support of others were
central to social status. The chief transaction, of course, involved bride price,
which often required substantial payment in stock. For example, one
influential ‘millionaire’ among the Dodoth of east Africa possessed (and the
word is apt) 10 women (8 of whom still lived), 15 sons, and 23 daughters,
who had between them 10 sons-in-law, 9 daughters-in-law, and 25 grand-
children, at the time of the study. These folk in turn tended to the man’s
large stock and extensive seasonal gardens and supported him in social deal-
ings, again demonstrating strikingly how somatic, reproductive, and status
successes reinforced each other.”* Similarly, rich Tutsi livestock owners in
Rwanda had several wives, who in turn themselves ‘were an economic asset’
in supervising dispersed homesteads. There again ‘children and cows’
reinforced ‘power and reputation’, and vice versa: ‘from the point of view of
power, the significance of children was to provide cattle and connexions.””

The monopolization of the women by the clans’ and families’ patriarchs
in Africa, already mentioned earlier, was particularly noticeable among
African pastoralists, where the elders controlled the livestock. The related
institution of age sets of bachelor warriors was similarly particularly strong
among the African pastoralists, and their young members were noted for
their belligerency. Livestock raids on other tribes were endemic, often
accompanied by the stealing of women, giving the African herders their
special warrior reputation.”® Inter-clan feuds were even more frequent.

Cattle raiding targeted the animal enclosures near the settlements at night or
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the pastures in the day. The raiders then rapidly withdrew with their booty
before the raided could get organized and pursue them in force.”” Pasture-
land was another major cause of violent conflict, as was water in more arid
environments. At least as far as conflict was concerned, pastoralia was very far
from its romantic image of blessed tranquillity.

If pastoralists were incessantly in conflict among themselves, they consti-
tuted an even greater threat to farmers. Modern research of extant societies
has shed light on the complex nature of herder—farmer interactions, which
encompassed much more than hostility, mutual disdain, and conflict (all of
them present). In response to changing opportunities, groups changed their
position on a wide spectrum between the ‘pure’ forms, and the two subsist-
ence modes were in any case symbiotic. Everywhere, the pastoralists traded
with the farmers for crops, as well as a variety of craft goods, paying with
animal meat, hides, wool, and dairy products. Still, violence remained an
overwhelming temptation for the pastoralists. In the first place, the farmers
themselves possessed livestock that could be raided. Second, their lands
offered rich pasture and water, especially in semi-arid environments and in
times of stress. Herders’ trespassing of agricultural land was commonplace,
and their concept of land tenure obviously differed from that of the agricul-
turalists. Third, if agricultural produce could be stolen, won, or extorted
rather than paid for, so much the better. And last but not least, in a conflict
with farmers, the herders enjoyed significant advantages previously held by
hunter—gatherers, while being far more numerous than the latter had been.
Their mobility made them elusive, gave them the initiative, and partly
secured them against counter-raids. The farmers, on the other hand, were
sitting targets and highly vulnerable to acts of vandalism. Furthermore, life
in the wild and on the move generally made the herders better warriors.”

The incursions of tribal pastoralists on farming societies have been widely
noted by scholars as events of major historical significance. However, atten-
tion has mainly focused on the cases that occurred after the domestication of
the horse on the Eurasian steppe and its use first for drawing war chariots
and, later, for military horseback riding. The domestication of the horse
transformed and greatly boosted the pastoral-nomadic way of life, as well as
greatly enhancing the pastoralists’ power. Furthermore, much of this process
occurred in historical times, at least in the sense that its effects were recorded
by the literate states and civilizations that had developed by then and that
had to contend with the pastoralists’ enhanced, and sometimes devastating,
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threat. However, pastoralists existed before the domestication and extensive
use of the horse—less than fully nomadic and less mobile, but still far more
nomadic and mobile than the farmers. How did they fare in conflict with
their neighbouring farming communities?

In attempting to answer this question we are fortunate in having different
regions of the world that represent different ‘modes’ or ‘stages’ in the evolu-
tion of pastoral societies. Pastoralism started in south-west Asia; subsequently,
the domestication of the horse was achieved by pastoralists on the east
European—west Asian steppe, probably in Ukraine; the development of the
wheel took place in either or in a combination of the above regions. All
these developments occurred in Eurasia and spread throughout the land-
mass. However, because of geographical obstacles and ecological constraints,
none of them spread into or emerged independently in either America or
Oceania (raising of llama and alpaca in the Andes was restricted to the
highlands and did not evolve into a pastoral way of life). Consequently, both
regions gave rise to herder-less, horse-less, and wheel-less societies. The
absence of pastoralists also accounts for the survival of significant hunter—
gatherer populations in the marginal lands of the Americas. By comparison,
sub-Saharan Africa, east Africa in particular, provides an ‘intermediate’ case,
more closely akin to that of the early, pre-horse pastoralist societies of
south-west Asia. Domesticated herd animals spread from the north very
early in the Neolithic, even before the desiccation of the Sahara, and pastor-
alism has existed in the region for millennia. However, later newcomers
such as the horse did not spread into west Africa across the Sahara until
towards the middle of the second millennium AD, and into east Africa not
until modernity. Substantial horse-less and wheel-less pastoral tribal soci-
eties existed in east Africa up until the twentieth century. The pattern of
their relations with their agricultural neighbours—widely noted by the
arriving Europeans—was marked by a predatory tendency on the part of
the herders towards the farmers. Most notably, during the last millennium
or so, pastoralist speakers of Nilotic languages continuously expanded
from southern Sudan into south-west Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda,
and Rwanda—Burundi, harassing, sometimes displacing, and sometimes
dominating the local Bantu-speaking farmers (and each other).

In some cases, this pattern became out-and-out political domination. The
better-known instances took place in Ankole, Nyoro, Baganda, and
Bunyoro in Uganda, and perhaps the most famous: Tutsi rule over the Hutu
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in Rwanda and Burundi. The dominant pastoral elite in these various soci-
eties consisted of only about 10-15 per cent of the population. Some
scholars—in a 1960s’ tradition—have mainly explained the pastoralists’
domination by their greater potential for economic growth and their hier-
archical social structure.”” Most, however, have little doubt that this domin-
ation was underpinned by the use and threat of force. Pastoralist domination
was expressed in preferential land exploitation, the exaction of agricultural
tribute from the farmers, and the constitution of the herders as a warrior-
ruling elite group. Relations of such elite groups with the farmer population
could involve various degrees of mutual assimilation and amalgamation,
although usually of an unequal nature, with a patron—client relationship and
occasionally even separate caste formation evolving. (Elsewhere, such a caste
formation is best known in the case of the Aryan-speaking pastoralist
invaders of India.) Over time, almost invariably, the intruding pastoralists
would themselves settle down on the fertile agricultural land into a more
mixed and sedentary form of subsistence, and be transformed in the process,
in Africa and elsewhere. Polities mixing conquering and conquered would
emerge. ‘Political systems tended to become more centralized through the
domination of settled cultivators by more mobile and warlike pastoral
elites.”™

The east African ethnographic analogy can help to shed light on
pastoralist—farmer relationships in the late prehistoric and protohistoric
Near East, the cradle of pre-horse pastoralism. This subject, including its
violent aspects, has been the focus of scholarly attention and debate. By the
third millennium BC, petty-states, city-states, and states had evolved in the
farming communities of the Fertile Crescent. However, late in the millen-
nium, crises befell the urban communities throughout the region. Written
records exist mainly for its eastern part, the Mesopotamian civilization.
There, in the twenty-fourth century BC, the Semitic Sargon of Akkad,
‘whose fathers had lived in tents’, rose to rule the old Sumerian domains.
The empire that he created was destroyed in the time of his successors by
the Gutian pastoralists. Furthermore, as the millennium drew to a close (and
the surviving written sources become better), Mesopotamian civilization
was subjected to continuous, wide-scale infiltration and harassment by
western Semitic tribal pastoralists from northern Syria, whom the locals
called Martu (in Sumerian) or Amurru (in Akkadian)—that is, ‘west-
erners—the Amorites of the Hebrew Bible. The kings of the Third
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Dynasty of Ur, the dominant power at the time, carried out military exped-
itions against them. Furthermore, they built a 280 kilometre long wall join-
ing the Tigris and the Euphrates to curtail their incursions—the first of such
obstacles erected by state civilizations against their pastoral neighbours, and
preceding the famous wall of China by nearly 2,000 years. As with later such
works, the wall’s effectiveness proved limited. The disintegration of the Ur
IIT empire both facilitated and was precipitated by the Amorite incursions.
In the mayhem that followed, Amorite tribal groups and Amorite leaders
were actively involved as raiders, looters, invaders, mercenaries in the service
of the city-states’ rulers, and usurpers. By the beginning of the second
millennium, Amorite-ruling dynasties and elites had established themselves
throughout the region: in Larsa, Babylon (the famous Hammurabi), Marad,
Sippar, Kish, Mari, and Assyria. These rulers, too, boasted that ‘their fathers
had lived in tents’.”!

For the parallel events in the more western part of the Fertile Crescent,
the Levant, especially its southern region, we mainly have to rely on archaeo-
logical finds, because written records are almost non-existent. From about
2350 down to 1950 BC, in later-day Syria, Israel, and Trans-Jordan, the
massively fortified urban settlements of the Early Bronze Age (I1I) suddenly
declined. Most were abandoned, although a few were destroyed or taken
over by new ruling elites. The pioneers of archaeological and historical
research in the region connected this upheaval to invasions by the Amorite
pastoralists known from the Mesopotamian texts. In the Bible, too, during
the Israelite settlement a millennium later, the Amorites are said to have
occupied the marginal country of Trans-Jordan and the central hills of
Canaan. However, more recent scholars have rejected the view that, in the
Levant (as opposed to Mesopotamia), their original homeland, the Amorites
(and the Aramaeans and Israelites of the late second millennium BC) consti-
tuted foreign and ethnically different invading tribal ‘peoples’. From the
study of extant societies these scholars learnt about the symbiotic and shift-
ing relationships of pastoral and agricultural populations in the same region.
In their reading of the ancient texts, the Amurru and their kind denoted
marginal elements within the same ‘social space’, rather than truly foreign
peoples. The image of military invasions has given way to that of ‘processual’
internal economic and social change within a ‘dimorphic’, pastoral—agrarian
society. Other scholars have emphasized conflict between a ruling urban
and state elite that attempted to dominate the countryside with its farmers
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and herders alike, rather than conflict between the farmers and herders
themselves. The urban centres of the Levant are supposed to have declined
because of internal ‘system collapse’ relating to this tension, a decline in
the international trade, Egyptian raids for which there is some but by no
means extensive Egyptian typographical evidence, or another, yet unknown,
reason.™

All these are highly significant points. And yet, here as well, the pendulum
may have swung too far, and much of the debate seems to have become
more apparent than real. The following synthesis can be suggested. It is now
clear that the tribal pastoralists were not fully nomadic (and certainly were
not horse nomads), nor did they come from the Syrian or Arab ‘desert’, as an
earlier view, dating back to the nineteenth century, had it. Only from the
middle of the first millennium BC on, when both the domestication of the
horse on the Eurasian steppe and that of the camel in Arabia had evolved
sufficiently, could pastoralism become fully nomadic in the former
environment and taken up in the latter. The pre-horse and pre-camel tribal
pastoralists lived on the outer and inner fringes of the farming communities,
on the marginal land that was not conducive to cultivation because of
low or irregular water supply (100-400 millimetres annual precipitation) or
because of a rugged terrain. They practised varying degrees of nomadism,
engaged at least in seasonal cereal crop raising, and extensively interacted
with the farmers, with relations involving both exchange and conflict, the
latter mostly in the form of raids. Although not fully nomadic, they were
nevertheless far more mobile and opportunistically aggressive than the
farmers.

The question of the pastoralists’ ethnic and social relationship to the
farmers is somewhat misleadingly drawn. Political, social, and ethnic bound-
aries were much too ambiguous and diffuse, and communities too small, kin
based, and juxtaposed, in the Near East of the third and second millennia, to
make the pastoral tribal elements living in the marginal lands on the borders
of and among the farming communities either truly intrasocial or strictly
foreign; the whole range of the spectrum was probably in evidence, depend-
ing on the circumstances.* In Mesopotamia, the pastoral Amorites clearly
arrived from outside, spoke a different language, and were by all customary
standards ethnically and socially different until they gradually assimilated. In
the Levant, the geographical and ethnic differences between the pastoralists
and agriculturalists may or may not have been less, and, indeed, things may
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not have been quite the same in the Amorite, Aramaean, and Israelite cases.
It should be remembered that, even as late as the nineteenth- and twentieth-
century Middle East, Bedouin pastoralist tribes and peasant (falahin) com-
munities were ethnically distinct from and alien towards each other, even
though they spoke related (Arabic) dialects. The categories of modern
nationalism are misleading here, for example, as in the currently fashionable
claim that the ancient Hebrews were actually Canaanites because they spoke
dialects close to those of their neighbouring city dwellers and farmers of the
plains.

More refined archaeological studies—for example, of the differences ver-
sus continuities during the urban decline in the Early Bronze Age III-IV
transition—highly valuable as they are, cannot truly resolve the ethnic ques-
tion one way or another so long as we do not possess better written records.
Nor can they conclusively decide whether or not pastoralists—Amorite or
others—were responsible for the decline. And yet the fact remains that
although Egyptian raids are hypothesized as one possible reason for the
urban decline in the Levant, Egypt herself, where, as in Mesopotamia, we
possess some written records, experienced at that time Semitic pastoral infil-
tration from the east into the Delta. As elsewhere in the Fertile Crescent
around the turn of the third to second millennia BC, this infiltration was
associated with crisis. The intruders were apparently instrumental in bring-
ing about the collapse of the Old Kingdom and the mayhem of the First
Intermediate period. In Egypt,again, the newcomers were clearly foreigners.

On the other hand, the pastoralists’ conduct mostly did not correspond to
the old image of ‘waves of invasion’. Again, one example is suggested by the
Tutsi infiltration into the upland pastures between the much more populous
Hutu farming tribal communities and polities inhabiting the lowland. From
the upland the Tutsi proceeded to gain ascendancy over the Hutu and over
the country. In some ways, this process tallies with the recent archaeological
finds about the Israelites’ settlement in the scarcely populated hill country of
Canaan, from which they slowly expanded to dominate the densely
inhabited plains. In the Israelite case, archaeology and written traditions can
be brought to bear on each other. The protracted and piecemeal process
revealed by archaeology, apparently involving fragmented and shifting tribal
groupings, corresponds better to the early traditions preserved in the Book of
Judges than to the Book of Joshua’s depiction of a unified invasion, expressing
the later ideology of the state period.**
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The east African analogy can help to dispel doubts expressed in the
research of the ancient Near East whether horse-less (or pre-horse) pastora-
lists possessed any military advantage at all over farming communities (and
petty-polities), as mounted pastoralists would in later times.* The clustering
of settlements into walled cities in Mesopotamia during the fourth millen-
nium BC probably was predominantly a result of conflict between large-scale,
dense, and progressively centralized farming and trading communities.
However, the population clustering and emergence of walled settlements in
the socially and politically less advanced Early Bronze Age southern Levant
during the first half of the third millennium may have been an indication of
a growing pastoral threat to the countryside more than of conflict between
settled farmer communities.* As the Mesopotamian record shows, more or
less peaceful pastoralist infiltration into new regions went hand in hand
with endemic raiding whenever the opportunity arose and weakness was
detected. Vulnerability encouraged more ambitious takeovers. Urban and
state organization provided the more powerful authorities of the region’s
sedentary communities with the means to try to control and dominate the
tribal pastoralists.” It should be remembered that in the ancient Fertile
Crescent we are not dealing solely with tribal—tribal relationships between
farmers and herders, as in some other parts of the globe. All the same, the
pastoral tribal elements could expand when the farming polities were
declining, but could very well also bring about such decline themselves.

To gain the ascendancy, the pastoral tribes did not necessarily need to
storm the fortified urban sites, which they undoubtedly found difficult to
do. As in Mesopotamia, in some developed urban centres the transformation
could sometimes be affected by leaders of mercenary tribal pastoralists, hired
by the local rulers because of the pastoralists’ reputation as warriors and
taking over from their old masters. Such actions by hired ethnic warriors
would become standard in history. This, however, was not the pastoralists’
only possible route to dominance. By undermining the vulnerable agri-
cultural hinterland upon which the cities’ fragile economy was based, they
could send the cities into fairly rapid decline and demise, thus providing the
causal mechanism for the sort of ‘system collapse’ evoked by the ‘processual-
ists’. No other than a leading critic of the old view of foreign pastoral
occupation has written: ‘with tribesmen occupying large tracts of the
countryside, with food supplies curtailed, and trade diminished, the cities
would tend to shrink in upon themselves and lapse into sterile poverty’. In
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Mesopotamia, writes another scholar: ‘the Amorites took over the spaces
outside the fortified cities, isolating them from one another. The fields were
neglected and the price of barely skyrocketed, up to 60 times its normal
price.”®

In reaction against earlier views, the trend in recent Levant archaeology
has been to argue that the urban collapse did not necessarily mean serious
depopulation, but that the rural and pastoral settlements are simply more
elusive to archaeological detection. However, ‘Dark Ages’ appear universally
to feature depopulation, because of the collapse of long-distance trade and
the economy of scale, because of growing insecurity, and because pastoral
subsistence is far more extensive than agriculture. Over time, the farming
communities amalgamated in various forms with the pastoral elements,
some of which themselves took up a more sedentary way of life, leaving the
marginal lands open to new pastoral group formations. The Aramaeans and
Israelites of the late second millennium BC may have constituted such later
pastoral identity formations, after some of the Amorite pastoral elements of
a millennium earlier had settled down.*

In east Africa, the ascendancy of the pastoralists led to a great expansion
of the Nilotic languages. In the ancient Near East, too, it has been suggested
that the spread of the Semitic languages was connected to the emergence
and spread of the pastoralists through and from the ‘inner flank’ of the
Fertile Crescent. This dual process allegedly took place from the fourth and
third millennia on, and is attested to by Old Akkadian, Amorite, and other
later known branches of Semitic languages.” It supposedly resulted in the
displacement of the original languages of the farmer communities, as is
documented, for example, in the cradle of civilization itself. Sumerian was
practically displaced by Akkadian and only survived because it had already
been literally recorded and had a liturgical function. Most place names in
the ancient Levant are of non-Semitic etymology—a sure linguistic sign of
the presence of earlier lingual strata in the region. The close similarity
between the early Semitic languages, as they are known from the late third
and second millennia BC, also suggests that their spread and diversification
could not have begun much earlier. Lingual replacement of this sort does
not mean population replacement, although various degrees of the latter
may take place. The language change would mostly be affected by the
dominant social position achieved by the pastoralists.

Although such a process is inevitably largely conjectural as far as Semitic
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languages are concerned, it is widely documented in later history in such
cases as the spread of the Altaic languages by the Turks and Mongols
throughout central and western Asia, the spread of Arabic throughout the
Middle East and north Africa, and the Uralic Hungarian migration into
central Europe. The first two of these cases involved vast expansions, and all
of them were achieved within relatively short periods of time between the
mid-first and mid-second millennia AD, by horse (and in the Arab case also
camel) pastoralists. However, as the Nilotic and possibly also Semitic cases
demonstrate, horse-less pastoralists, although less mobile than horse nomads,
would have been able to effect similar if less spectacular processes. Traversing
much greater distances than the land-bound farmers, opportunistically
aggressive pastoral societies were ideal vehicles for linguistic spread by means
of so-called elite dominance.

Indeed, pastoralism has been suggested as a second possible mover (in
lieu of farming) responsible for the creation of some of the large language
families of Eurasia. Pre-Colombian America, where domesticated animals
played an insignificant role and no herding societies existed, was extremely
fragmented linguistically, four times more so than Eurasia.”’ There were
23 language families and 375 different languages in North America alone
(some 2,000 languages in all of the Americas). Mixed farming may have
been more potent in spreading language, as is attested by the Bantu expan-
sion in Africa, and possibly by the Neolithic farmer expansions in and
from the Near East, mentioned earlier. All the same, several different lan-
guage groups—Hattic, Hurrian, Urartian, Sumerian—had survived to be
recorded in writing across the northern rim of the ancient Near East before
the Semitic and Indo-European language families displaced almost every-
thing between them by the late second millennium BC. This may suggest
a much greater earlier (Neolithic?) lingual heterogeneity in the ancient
Near East. Thus pastoralism, even in a horse-less or pre-horse form, may
have been an even more effective agent of lingual spread than mixed farm-
ing in a process involving large-scale expansion and military—political domi-
nation. To be sure, in the same way that in Norman England the local
Germanic language was eventually adopted—somewhat changed—by the
conquerors, in some cases it was the dominant pastoral elite who adopted
the language of the local, and much larger, farmer population, rather than
the other way around. In Uganda and Rwanda, for example, Bantu lan-
guages are spoken, and the Altaic Bulgarian horse pastoralists adopted the
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language of the Slav farmer communities whom they had conquered in the
eighth century AD.

PROTO-HORSE PASTORALISTS

These pastoralist expansions bring us to yet another, larger, and the
most widely discussed centre of pastoralism—the Neolithic and Early
Bronze Age east European—west Asian steppe. Attention has focused on two
highly publicized and arguably related issues: the domestication of the horse
and its various applications, and the origin and spread of the Indo-European
family of languages.

Wild horses survived at least until the late Neolithic throughout Europe,
but it was on the steppe that they flourished in large herds. During the
fourth millennium BC, they were extensively hunted, as well as being
domesticated, by the local inhabitants. What uses did this humble, small
(130-140 centimetres high), pony-like animal serve? This has become a
hotly debated question. There is general agreement that initially, and for a
very long time, its main use was for meat (and milk products); butchering
marks and patterns testify to this. In this respect, the wild horse did not differ
from the American bison in its economic function for the natives, whereas
the domesticated breed was like any other flock animal—such as cattle,
caprines, or, indeed, the reindeer in the north—around which herding
societies in various ecological niches evolved. However, was the horse used
tor other purposes too—that is, for transportation—and since when? A few
antler finds interpreted as cheek pieces, and, recently, signs of characteristic
molar wear found on a single horse specimen (but not on others), may
indicate the use of bits from as early as the fourth millennium BC on the
Ukrainian steppe.” This means that the horse was apparently used as a pack
animal, perhaps also for light traction (of sledges), and, indeed, for riding. In
the Near East, other equids, such as the ass and, less successtully, the onager
(or hybrid of the onager and ass), were similarly domesticated and used for
such purposes during roughly the same period.

The reindeer in the north is perhaps the closest analogy: it was tamed as
well as hunted; it was eaten; it served as a pack animal and for traction, as well
as being partly ridden.” However, the discovery of horse bits has generated
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a trend among some scholars to regard full horseback pastoralism, familiar
only from the first millennium BC, as dating back to the fourth and third
millennia. Some popular writers have been quick to envisage early mounted
pastoral-warrior hordes on the later model roaming through Eurasia.”* This
image has been associated with the theory that proto-Indo-European
(PIE)—from which the whole language family branched out—was origin-
ally the language of the south-east European—west Asian steppe pastoralists
and was spread through pastoral migratory—military expansions.”

There are fundamental flaws in this interpretation of early horseback
riding. In the first place, archaeological representations show extensive and
military use of horseback riding only from the first millennium BC, when it
universally replaced the horse-drawn chariot that had dominated warfare
throughout Eurasia during the second millennium.” This leads to other
pertinent questions, which have surprisingly not been asked. If horseback
riding was militarily more effective than the chariot warfare that it replaced,
as it undoubtedly was, why was it the latter that ruled everywhere after
the invention of the chariot at the beginning of the second millennium BC
rather than the allegedly older horseback riding? To resolve this apparent
puzzle, it has been widely argued that elite snobbery and social norms
associated with the prestigious chariot were responsible for its dominance
and persistence in the civilizations of the ancient Near East, the Aegean, and
China.” However, this proposition rests on the unlikely assumption that,
in the highly competitive world of the great powers’ struggle, a more effec-
tive instrument such as the warhorse, supposedly already in existence, was
everywhere suppressed for more than a millennium.

Even more inexplicable, why did the steppe pastoralists themselves, if they
had been intimately familiar with a better option, ride horse-drawn war
chariots in their first (proto)historically recorded expansions from the
Iranian plateau into India and the northern part of the Fertile Crescent
during the second millennium BC?”® Furthermore, if the steppe pastoralists
who had allegedly been responsible for the spread of the Indo-European
languages into central Europe and Anatolia during the fourth and third
millennia had done so with the advantage of the warhorse, why did they
desert this superior weapon in Europe, as elsewhere, and use chariots during
the second and early first millennia? Indeed, if hordes of horse pastoralists
existed in the fourth and third millennia, why did they not make their
presence felt on the civilizations of the Fertile Crescent in the way that
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the horse nomads would do from the first millennium BC on, with devastat-
ing effects, throughout the civilized world? Finally, why did the north
African semi-nomadic pastoralists ride chariots rather than on horseback
until the middle of the first millennium BC?”

No interpretation along lines of slow diftusion is convincing. We know
that parallel contemporary inventions, such as the ox-drawn, disc-wheeled,
heavy wagon and cart, invented in the late fourth millennium, and the
horse-drawn, spoke-wheeled, light and swift chariot, invented in the late
third millennium, spread explosively. They both took no more than 500
years to appear everywhere from the Atlantic to the Urals."” The latter took
another 500 years only to arrive in China from the Eurasian steppe.'”’ What
made the warhorse, if indeed it went back to the fourth and third millennia,
any different? After all, after the Europeans brought the horse to America,
the Indians took no more than a century or so to evolve fully equestrian
warrior societies that filled up the Great Plains.

An earlier generation of scholars more or less knew the answer. They
believed that for a variety of possible reasons the early domesticated horse
had not been suitable for effective riding and could only draw chariots
when these had been developed. It was the discovery of archaeological signs
that the horse had in fact been ridden as early as the fourth millennium
that has confused the issue in recent years. Essential for the dissolution of
the puzzle is the realization that horse riding is not an all-or-nothing
proposition and that domestication is a protracted process rather than an
event. As mentioned earlier with respect to agricultural and animal domesti-
cation in general, a millennia-long process of selective breeding was
required gradually to increase the species’ biological susceptibility to human
needs. Correspondingly, cultural innovations in method and hardware over
time made possible a more efficient use of the domesticated breeds. The
problem then is not horseback riding, which apparently came very early, but
effective horseback riding, and for military purposes. From this perspective,
the evolution of the warhorse took several millennia and underwent several
gradual stages.'”” One of the last major developments in this process—the
invention and diffusion of the stirrups from the mid-first millennium AD—
has been widely credited with the perfection of military horsemanship.'” It
is therefore curious that earlier, and generally known, developments have
not always been fully recognized as pertinent to the question at hand.

Horses were apparently ridden in the fourth and third millennia BC, but
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so also were donkeys, and, in later periods, reindeer, which ancient rock
paintings even show carrying mounted archers in a hunt. Nevertheless,
donkeys and reindeer were never considered suitable for effective mounted
warfare. Riding a 13 hand high horse is possible, but not for a sustained gallop.
Riding the early horse may have been mainly possible from a hind position
rather than from the back, as is the case with the donkey and as Babylonian,
Egyptian, and Mycenaean representations of horse riding from the early to
mid-second millennium BC widely suggest.'"”* The idea that the civilizations
of the ancient Near East, accustomed to the donkey, simply failed to com-
prehend for a millennium how to ride the horse properly does not make
sense.'” During most of the second millennium, these were horse-breeding
polities (for chariots), whose elites were thoroughly and proudly equestrian,
and intimately familiar with the horse. Furthermore, had they failed to
discover the secrets of ‘correct’ riding themselves, the neighbouring nomads
would have quickly taught them. Rather than by social convention, horse
use was apparently constrained by biology and technology. Thus the horse’s
effective use for military purposes was made possible only by the year 2000
BC, with the invention of the light, spoke-wheeled chariot that a team
of horses could draw swiftly for sustained periods. Only the breeding of
larger and stronger 14 and 15 hand high animals, known from early first-
millennium BC representations (today’s medium-size horse), made effective
mounted combat possible in terms of swift, controlled, and sustained gallop.
Indeed, once horseback riding for military purposes began, it again took
no more than 500 years to spread throughout Eurasia and north Africa. A
series of subsequent successive innovations, such as the saddle, horseshoe,
and stirrups, then built on that development during the ensuing millen-
nium, further enhancing the effectiveness of combat horseback riding.
Does this pull the ground from underneath the theory of a fourth- and
third-millennium BC pastoral-expansionist origin for PIE language spread,
by dispelling the supposed existence of militarily superior horse pastoralists
at that time?'"® Not necessarily. As we have seen, pastoralism and, within it,
horse pastoralism were historically graduated phenomena, as were the farm-
ing societies themselves. The early south-east European steppe pastoralists
represent one ‘phase’ in this development. They possessed ox-drawn wagons
and carts that made their families and belongings more easily mobile than
those of pedestrian pastoralists. Furthermore, if their horses were not effect-
ive for horseback fighting, they nevertheless may have been more effective
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in transporting the pastoralist warriors from one place to another—that is,in
enhancing their ‘strategic mobility’. If, as we have seen in east Africa and in
the ancient Near East, pedestrian pastoralists enjoyed a military advantage
over the farmer communities and petty-polities, oxen wagon and proto-
horse pastoralists may have possessed an even greater advantage in prehistoric
Europe. In central Europe, unlike the ancient Near East, the tribal pastoral-
ists faced tribal farmer communities, rather than states, and their possession
of the horse—even if this did not imply full horseback combat riding—
must have further enhanced their advantage. The trouble with such supposed
migrations and expansions is that they took place in the thick darkness of
prehistory that only lets through the faintest of echoes of even the most
dramatic of events. Nevertheless, there is considerable agreement among
archaeologists that the evidence does suggest an expansion of east European
steppe pastoralists with their wagons, horses, and typical pit graves through
the Danube corridor into central Europe, the Balkans, and Anatolia during
the fourth and third millennia.'”” Settlement clustering and much increased
fortifications are also detectable in these regions.

As stated in an in-depth study of the Hungarian plain, at the westernmost
end of this initial expansion (and of all later pastoralist intrusions into
Europe, from the Huns and Avars to the Magyars):

[an] important development of this period was the appearance of a large
number of tumuli. ... Such burials have close analogies on the Pontic
steppes, and other examples are known from the lower Danube. They have
plausibly been interpreted as evidence for an intrusive steppe population,
maintaining a cultural distinctiveness alongside native groups. . .. By 2800
BC these populations had fused. . . . Innovations at this time include . . . the
advent of horse-breeding on a large scale. Trade in metal items, and also
warfare, increased in significance. . . . Sites in this period . . . now had a forti-
fied character . . . it is the advantage of height which is being sought. . . . It
thus seems likely that small populations of eastern origin penetrated around
and within established groups in the eastern Carpathian Basin: and this inter-
pretation is strengthened by the spatial exclusiveness of these two distribu-
tions. If this is so, then the tumulus-building groups seem to have sought

relatively open terrain (presumably for stock-raising).'™

According to a wider survey:

During the fourth millennium, archaeologists perceive a structural reorgan-
ization of society across much of Southeastern Europe. Evidence for this
comes from the abandonment of the tell sites which had flourished for several
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millennia; the displacement of previous cultures in almost every direction
except eastwards; movement to marginal locations, such as islands and caves,
or easily fortified hilltop sites. . . . This abandonment and movement, often
propelling neighbouring cultures into one another, operated against the
background not only of somewhat elusive traces of hybridization with the
steppe cultures such as the Usatovo and Cernavoda I, but also with continu-
ous incursions of mobile pastoralists. ... Out of this period there later
emerges a new cultural horizon that integrates cultures across Eastern Europe,
including the northwest Pontic, and western Anatolia. . . . This consolidation

in Southeast Europe was played out against a continuous background of

further incursions from the steppe. What was sporadically attested prior to

3000 BC swelled during the third millennium to provide unequivocal evi-

dence for movement of populations from the Pontic-Caspian steppe into the

Balkans. . .. The evidence for a westward movement of Pontic-Caspian

peoples is not limited to the Danube; kurgan burials now appear in Romania,

Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and as far west as the Tisza river in Hungary.'"

The genetic map of Europe, which, as mentioned earlier, shows the strong-
est gradient from south-east to north-west, presumably indicating the ori-
ginal migration into central Europe of Neolithic farmers from Anatolia, also
reveals a distinctive gradient from east to west. This is interpreted as a residue
of successive migrations by steppe pastoralists into Europe, some of whom
are known from historical times, and some possibly prehistoric and related to
the original spread of PIE speakers, who may have been the early Eurasian
steppe pastoralists.' "

The protracted and graduated nature of the domestication and use of the
horse may also sit more comfortably with the time depth required for the
vast territorial spread of the Indo-European languages, if the pastoralists
were indeed the motive power behind it. The ox-wagon and proto-horse
pastoralists may have started the expansion from the steppe into central
Europe, the Balkans, and Anatolia in the fourth and third millennia. During
the third millennium, groups of central European Indo-European speakers
may have continued to expand northward, a move believed to be reflected
in the spread of the largely pastoral warrior Corded Ware/Battle Axe cul-
tures throughout northern Europe. Correspondingly, most scholars believe
that the Indo-European-speaking ancestors of the Hittites and the Greeks
were already more or less in their historically known locations by the third
millennium BC. Their movements into these locations are associated with
the collapse of some 100 Early Bronze Age II fortified sites in western
Anatolia around 2700-2600 BC and the destruction of the Early Helladic 11
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Genetic map of Europe (third principal component): invasions from the steppe? (Source:
L.L. Cavalli-Sforza, P. Menozzi, and A. Piazza, The History and Geography of Human Genes,
Princeton, 1994; permission by Princeton University Press)

culture in Greece around 2200. Both the Hittites and Greeks then adopted
the chariot when it came along during the second millennium, as did the
eastern, Indo-Iranian branch of the steppe pastoralists who went on to
expand into the northern Fertile Crescent (Mitanni), the Iranian plateau,
and down into India.""" Similarly, the central and north European Indo-
European speakers (now pressurized by chariot steppe pastoralists) may have
used the chariot to expand further west and south, in steps that remain
largely obscure, down to the spread of the Hallstatt and La Téne charioteer
cultures in the first half of the first millennium BC. In protohistorical times,
the Indo-European-speaking Celtiberians, for example, entered the Iberian
Peninsula only in the mid-first millennium BC, partly displacing the
local non-Indo European speakers of Iberian, Tartessian, and Basque.'"” As
linguists have always pointed out, the expansion of the Indo-European
languages must have been a multilayered and untidy process.

It should be re-emphasized that the spread of the Indo-European lan-
guages did not mean the displacement by a particular population or race of
all others, as nineteenth- and early twentieth-century (often racist) theorists
held. Although the original PIE speakers may have been an ethnos of sorts
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and although a certain amount of genetic flow was probably involved in
all the subsequent stages of the protracted and multilayered spread of the
Indo-European languages, much, probably most, of this spread was done
through elite dominance over indigenous populations. The historically
known speakers of the Indo-European languages constitute no genetic
community, as nineteenth-century theorists were disappointed to discover
in India, where they went in search of blond Aryans. Nor did the PIE
speakers enjoy a particular ‘genius’ that would account for their spread, apart
from a contingent military superiority derived from pastoralism, the horse,
and the chariot. The same, of course, applies in the later and far better
documented cases of the Turkish expansion in Anatolia and Arab expansion
in the Middle East and north Africa, where very large indigenous popula-
tions changed language through the processes of elite dominance by
relatively small groups of pastoralist horse nomads.

The coming of the horse did not work in favour of the pastoralists
everywhere. In some regions, the horse was first adopted by the urban and
farmer communities. In the late second millennium BC, it is clear from both
the biblical and the archaeological evidence that the early Israelite tribal
pastoralists did not yet possess the horse. The same apparently applies to the
pastoralist Aramaean of north Syria, who during the twelfth to tenth centur-
ies BC continually raided Assyria and Babylon. By that time, throughout the
Fertile Crescent, the horse-drawn war chariot, introduced from the north,
had become the weapon of the urban elite of the farming societies."” Con-
sequently, the balance of power that existed between the pastoral and the
settled was very different from what had prevailed during the earlier
Amorite intrusions or that would prevail in east Africa. Indeed, the Israelites
were long restricted to the hills, whereas the Canaanite city-states domin-
ated the fertile plains. As we see later, in both Syria and Canaan, the late
second-millennium pastoralists probably took advantage of the destruction
of the city polities by a third party—the Sea Peoples.

This survey of horse-less and proto-horse pastoralists is an eminent
reminder of the part played by contingency in human evolution. In loca-
lities, such as the Americas or Oceania, in which wild herd animals suitable
for domestication did not exist or which were poorly connected with the
Eurasian landmass where they did exist, pastoral tribal societies did not
emerge.''* Where the horse was absent for similar reasons but other
domesticated herding animals were available, as in sub-Saharan Africa,
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pedestrian pastoralism has persisted to the present. The domestication of the
horse itself—a paramount factor in human history—depended on the
horse’s biological potential for continued directed evolution through
human breeding. Again this contingency and variations allow for some
controlled comparisons. For instance, may the livestock of the farmers and
pastoralists have been the real, ‘serious’ trigger for warfare? Where they
existed, livestock were certainly a major cause, but in America and New
Zealand (where the local Maori did not even possess the pigs that were
present in the rest of south-east Asia and Oceania) people nevertheless
fought viciously.

[t may not be superfluous at this time to reiterate some comments by way
of clarification. My discussion of human belligerency does not assume that
all tribal societies, or all people, were equally war-like. There has always been
a great variation between societies, arising from their specific and complex
set of circumstances. Still, practically all societies, to a greater or lesser degree,
had to contend with the possibility of violent conflict, prepare themselves
for it, and occasionally engage in it. Although extreme bellicosity may have
been a double-edged sword, leading some societies to expansion but others
to destruction, it is clear that out-and-out pacifism in the ‘tribal zone’ was
an assured ticket to subjugation and demise. In an unregulated world of
absolute and relative scarcity, all human societies were more or less obliged
to ‘play the game’. It might also be necessary to mention that, although
socialized in a regime of internal and external insecurity and potential and
actual violence—a regime that was often conducive to the inculcation of
warrior values—people in tribal societies were obviously not only threaten-
ing but capable of a whole range of behaviour and emotion. As Strabo
(Geography, 4.4.2), writing about the dreaded Celtic warrior society, assured
his civilized readership in the classical Mediterranean world: “The whole
race . . .is madly fond of war, high spirited and quick to battle, but otherwise
straightforward and not of evil character.”"

This granted, pastoral societies in general, for reasons we have already
seen, tended to be more menacing to the farmers than the other way
around. The evolution of horseback pastoralism and horseback fighting
would vastly increase the pastoral threat. However, by the time mounted
herding societies had evolved, things had not stood still in agraria either,
because tribes and petty-polities had been giving way to states and vast
empires.
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ARMED RETINUES: WEALTH AND FORCE
IN THE TRANSITION FROM THE TRIBE

The production and accumulation of resources, which was progres-
sively the outcome of the Neolithic revolution, did not inaugurate either
social differentiation or violent conflict, but it enormously magnified the
former and greatly affected the latter. Intergroup resource conflict no longer
solely concerned access to the utilization of natural resources, even though
arable and pasture land, water, and raw materials, for example, remained
hotly contested; it also concerned the direct acquisition of resources pro-
duced by others, through looting and tribute, and sometimes the acquisition
of the others themselves as slaves, who would produce the resources under
their owners’ direct control. Similarly, power became a major avenue to
resource accumulation within societies. Wealth strengthened the hand of
those who held it in social dealings and vice versa, in a positive loop feed-
back. Rousseau, who was the first to bring this process into focus, was on far
firmer ground here than in his portrayal of aboriginal innocence. The more
affluent a society was, the more power relations within it become skewed in
favour of the rich and mighty and the more they could channel resources
their way, while relentlessly vying among themselves—occasionally violently
—for power, wealth, prestige, and all the other benefits that these entailed. A
‘predatory’ or ‘parasitic’ existence had now become an option in both inter-
and intrasocial relations, not in any value sense but in that power, force,
and coercion could now be directly utilized to appropriate products rather
than merely to clear the ground of competitors for the exercise of pro-
duction. Although coercive and productive relations were normally mixed,
distinctively predatory specializations were now in evidence.

Wealth accumulation, social differentiation, and outside conflict were in
many intricate ways interrelated and mutually affecting processes, through
which chiefs and ‘big men’ grew in importance. Booty from raiding became
a major avenue for ‘primary’ resource accumulation and social differen-
tiation. A successful war leader now attracted followers not only on an ad hoc
basis, for a specific raid called for in a tribal assembly, but on a more perman-
ent footing. He could draw on his resources to feed and maintain them, with
a view to generating even greater resources for himself and his men (the
traditional principle of an equal distribution of booty was being eroded).
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War had to pay for war. The whole system required permanent raiding if the
host of warriors was to remain with the leader. Successful raiding further
enhanced the wealth and power of the leaders in cattle, precious metals,
slaves, fields, dependants, and armed men, which in turn magnified their
social position. Communal tribal and clan possession of the land, periodic-
ally rotated between the clans—Marx’s ‘archaic communism’—increasingly
gave way to forms of private property. Accumulated property ‘objectified’
status differences, turning ‘ranked’ societies into ‘stratified” ones and chiefs
and ‘big men’ into nascent aristocracy. No longer could any enterprising
man or famous warrior become a ‘big man’ or a war leader; these positions
increasingly presupposed a wide economic and social base to begin with,
making leadership more firmly institutionalized with the elite. All the same,
as the social prizes increased, so did the competition for them, with a suc-
cessful warrior career being one of the chief avenues for social mobility.
Young warriors joined famous war leaders in search of fortune. They
formed ‘retinues’ or hosts of ‘companion’ warriors around them, making
warfare their occupation, with predatory existence as its rationale. They
lived and dined together—communal feasts and drink at their leader’s table
constituted a central part of their keep.

Wherever these processes took place, tribal society was transformed.
Power and power relations were no longer grounded solely in kinship. A
new element was introduced. Chiefs and ‘big men’ could now make use of
armed retinues, dependants, and clients to throw their weight around in
social dealings. These hosts largely came from their own and related clans,
but also from other clans and even from outside the tribe altogether, and
were bound to their patron by the supra-kin ties of economic and social
benefits and obligations. Elite ties, too, cut across tribe and kin relations.
Chiefs and ‘big men’ from different tribal communities not only raided one
another but also exchanged prestige goods and cemented alliances and sac-
red friendships between them, both against a third party and in mutual
support against competitors and rivals at home, often against ‘tribal inter-
ests’. Mutual hospitality, gifts, and assistance in times of need among the elite
were guaranteed by custom, honour, and self-interest.''®

Julius Caesar’s observations on the Celtic and Germanic societies, and
those of Tacitus on Germania more than a century later, provide some of
the earliest and clearest anthropological accounts of the transformation of
tribal society. As already mentioned, earlier Celtic society of the third to
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mid-second centuries BC, as described by Polybius (The Histories 2.17), knew
‘no pursuit other than war and agriculture’. The status of chiefs, war leaders,
and ‘big men’ was largely determined by the size of their entourage of
clients and ‘companion’ warriors. The companions feasted together, seated
according to a fiercely competed warrior status rank. Potlatch feasts were
occasions for lavish displays of wealth—consumed, given away in gifts, and
destroyed by the chiefs and ‘big men’.'"” In turn, this ‘investment’ in
enhanced status was expected to bring the war leaders still greater resources
in the warrior-raiding economy. Over time, Celtic society grew increas-
ingly stratified. The Gaul that Caesar describes was already well advanced in
the transition from tribalism to nascent states, a process partly generated by
trade and other forms of intercourse with the Roman world. By the first
century BC, urban centres or towns (oppida) had emerged in Gaul for the
first time. Society had become highly stratified, with chiefs and ‘big men’
transformed into a powerful aristocracy.

Caesar’s account is full of acute observations on the transformation of
Celtic society (The Gallic War, especially 6.11-15). The old tribal assemblies
had been reduced in significance, and ordinary men had all but lost their say.
Many of the poor became clients of the aristocratic families, whereas young
warriors joined their retinues and, according to Caesar, engaged in raids and
counter-raids year by year. The number of one’s retainers and clients was
‘the one form of influence and power known to them’. Caesar writes, for
example, of one of the most powerful among the Helvetii, who when called
to trial on charge of conspiring to achieve absolute rule came with ‘all his
retainers, to the number of some ten thousand men, and also assembled
there all his clients and debtors, of whom he had a great number, and
through their means escaped from taking his trial’ (1.4). He also writes that
‘The more powerful chiefs, and such as had the means to hire men, commonly
endeavoured to make themselves kings’ (2.1; my italics).

This state of affairs was characteristic of a society already on the road away
from its older tribal form, something of which Caesar was well aware. He
contrasted Gaul with the Germans of his time, among whom ancient, more
primitive, and more egalitarian tribal society was still the norm (6.21-0).
However, by Tacitus’s times, Germanic society had also changed consider-
ably, again partly owing to contact with the expanding Roman world.
It remained less developed than Gaul of the first century BC and more
closely approximated the Celt society described by Polybius a century or
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two earlier; no urban settlement of any sort existed in Germania, nor would
exist until late in the first millennium AD. However, whereas, in Caesar’s
times, Germanic war leaders were chosen ad hoc by the tribal assemblies for
the duration of the military activity, chiefs and ‘big men’ now attracted
retinues of young warriors, creating permanent supra-tribal foci of power
around them. Tacitus’s account of these retinues (comitatus) of ‘companions’
(comites), whose raison d’étre was the spoils of war, is one of the most cited
classical texts:

There is great rivalry among the retainers to decide who shall have the first
place with his chief, and among the chieftains as to who shall have the largest
and keenest retinue. This means rank and strength. ... Many high-born
youth voluntarily seek those tribes which are at the time engaged in some
war; for ... they distinguish themselves more readily in the midst of
uncertainties: besides, you cannot keep up a great retinue except by war and
violence, for it is from their leader’s bounty that they demand that glorious
war-horse, and that murderous and masterful spear; banqueting and a certain
rude but lavish outfit are equivalent to salary. . . . When they are not entering
on war, they spend much time in . . . idleness—creatures who eat and sleep,
the best and bravest warriors doing nothing, having handed over the charge

of their home, hearth, and estate to the women and the old men and the

weakest members of the family.'™

The classical authors were regularly confounded as to how exactly to
render tribal institutions and offices in terms that would correspond to those
of their own civilizations (which of course they did not). This has created
considerable difficulties for modern scholars as well, who have often sought
guidance in an anthropologically informed comparative approach; for again,
institutions and offices show remarkable similarity throughout tribal land.
Caesar, who was the closest, keenest, and most authoritative observer
imaginable, consistently referred to the Gallic chiefs and nascent aristocracy
as principes, which was a reasonably good rendering (akin to the English
derivative adjective/noun ‘principal’ or chief, rather than ‘prince’). The
lesser aristocracy and ‘big men’ he rendered as equites—cavalry—in cor-
respondence to the name of a Roman estate, which like any other ancient
social elite originally formed the mounted arm, but the traditional English
translation of which as ‘knights’ is misleading.

Tacitus, too, called the Germanic powerful in possession of retinue princi-
pes. However, elsewhere (Germania 7), when describing the traditional tribal
offices, he used the Latin designations kings (rex, reges) and war leaders (dux,
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duces)—the former appointed on account of high birth, the latter for valour.
Although dux was a neutral rendering for a war leader (unlike the later
European duke, it was not an official title in Tacitus’s Rome), rex was a more
problematic term. Tacitus made it very clear that both offices had very
limited authority and even fewer disciplinary powers, and that they mainly
led by reputation and example, as was regularly the case in tribal societies.
Still, the confusion of tribal chiefs with state kings has been commonplace
among people from state societies coming in touch with tribal ones. Very
often the confusion went beyond the application of familiar vocabulary to
alien institutions, with the observers and intruders from civilization attribut-
ing to the tribal chiefs power and authority that they did not possess. Indeed,
as we see later, in many colonial situations, from Roman to modern times,
the colonial power, preferring to work with a centralized client authority,
actually turned chiefs into kings, investing in them the power and authority
that they had previously lacked.

Interestingly, the difficulties of comprehension and terminology experi-
enced by both the classical authors and the modern scholars are not only
manifest with respect to the tribal lands of northern Europe, but they also
extend to the Greeks’ and Romans’ own past in their own pre-state period,
the memory of which only dimly survived into historic times in myth, epic,
and tradition. This was because very little separated the early Greeks and
Romans from their northern neighbours, except that the former were
closer to the cradle of civilization in the ancient Near East and, therefore,
were, each in turn, earlier to be affected by it. The Greeks must have been
tribal people before the rise of the Mycenaean polities in the mid-second
millennium BC, but no narrative record exists for this early period to fill in
the archaeological evidence. However, as the crest of the elite Mycenaean
civilization collapsed around 1200 BC, the Greeks reverted to tribal and
kin-based existence in the turbulent and materially and culturally impover-
ished Dark Age, between the twelfth and eighth centuries BC, maintaining
a mainly pastoral and rudimentary agricultural economy. Although the
Dark Age is so called partly because writing had been lost and no literary
records were produced during that period, historical echoes survived as oral
traditions and were written down when writing and civilized life began to
re-emerge in Greece around the middle of the eighth century BC. The
paramount literary source for this past—for the ancient Greeks as well as for
us—is of course the Homeric epics. The Iliad preserves a faint memory of
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the glory of the Mycenaean world, sung by bards through the centuries of
the Dark Age and exposed by modern archaeology. However, scholars are
agreed that much else in that epic and particularly in its twin, the world of
Odpysseus, in fact reflects social institutions and the conditions of life in the
late Dark Age, not long before the Homeric epics were written down.'"’

We are conscious of the existence of the Dark Age Greek tribes, albeit
vaguely, because they left traces in historical time and in the polis. In the
‘world of Odysseus’, tribal society was segmented, highly stratified, and
dominated by the households of rich local chiefs and ‘big men’, with their
retainers and clients. This was a very insecure world, in which the powerful
made raiding their prime occupation and a way of life. As mentioned earlier,
no walled sites existed to protect the widely dispersed population and farms
until the ninth or even eighth centuries BC."’ Again, cattle, precious metals,
and slaves—mainly women and children—were the main prizes, whereas
the adult males were massacred or driven away. As the epic tradition tells us,
young beautiful captive women were most coveted for sharing their mas-
ter’s bed. In these heroic societies, too, retinues were kept on the spoils of
war, a warrior ethos prevailed, and power and wealth were inseparable. The
kin network was transformed to the extent that the powerful heads of the
household estates (oikos) extended their clan (genos) names to encompass and
subsume the clans of their clients and dependants. It was now only their clan
names and their genealogy that counted, and only they claimed ancestry
from gods and semi-legendary heroes. "'

The title of these chiefly heads during the Dark Age, basileus, is better
understood in terms of its meaning in the earlier, stately Mycenaean written
records, when it denoted the relatively lowly office of a village head, than by
the meaning that it was to assume during the transition from the Dark Age
and in classical times—that of a king. When Homer refers to true kings,
such as Priam of Troy or Zeus, he uses the term anax, the title of the
Mycenaean kings as revealed in the excavated tablets (wanax). The basileis
were powerful tribal and local chiefs and ‘big men’ with hereditary status
derived from birth and wealth. They held military leadership, as well as
communal ritualistic and judicial functions, in a segmented tribal and locali-
zed society.'” As elsewhere, they were apparently elected from within a
leading clan rather than the son simply inheriting the office from the father.
While popular tribal assemblies declined in importance, the counsel and
support of the main clans’ elders were necessary for any general action, as
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opposed to ‘private’ ventures pursued by the ‘big men’ and their retinues
alone. Our knowledge is appallingly limited, but as we see in other civiliza-
tions, it would seem that by protohistorical times, during the early evolution
of the polis, some basileis would work to transform their limited chiefly
status into more centralized authority (‘chiefdom’) and into true kingship.
All the same, the highly circumscribed authority of the two, co-reigning
Spartan kings in historical times seems to have been a residue of earlier tribal
institutions rather than later constitutional constraints. As some scholars
have noted, it was only the tyrants (a neutral word in early Greece) of the
seventh and sixth centuries BC, during the rise of the polis, that for the first
time exercised autocratic authority.

Morgan (followed by Engels) was the first to point all of this out in his
pioneering study of tribal society with respect to both the Greek basileus
and the early Roman rex. The office of the first semi-legendary Roman
reges—traditionally dating from the eighth century BC—essentially meant
confederate chiefs who acted as war leaders and high priests. It was the same
chiefly title preserved in other early and necessarily pre-state Indo-
European languages: Sanskrit raj, Gaulis rix, Old Irish ri, Tracian Rhesos,
Greek aregon/archon, Gothic reiks.'” It would seem that only later, under
Etruscan domination, with the rise of statehood and the beginning of urban-
ization in the sixth century BC, did the last reges attempt to achieve what
we now understand as true kingship. Consequently, the last, ‘proud’ rex
was famously deported from Rome in 510-509 BC by the former tribal
powerful, already turned into nascent aristocracy.

The later Romans’ knowledge of these early and different times was dim
in the extreme and shrouded in myths. Not even a Roman contemporary
epic source such as the Iliad and Odyssey exists. Still, here too, down through
history, these aristocratic families dominated society through their hosts of
retainers, clients, and dependants, over whom their clan (gens) name was
called. They claimed divine and heroic descent and vigorously vied with
each other for dominance. The republic that they established after the aboli-
tion of kingship was a means through which they successfully strove to
institutionalize their domination over the rest, while regulating the internal
competition between them. Yet some surviving early Roman traditions
kept the memory of how the rudimentary state period had actually been.
For example, in 479 BC, one of the most powerful of the Roman clans, the
Fabii, took it upon itself to carry out the war against the Etruscan city of
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Veii, ‘as if it were our own family feud’. According to the first-century BC
historian Livy (2.48-9), 306 clan members, accompanied by a large host
of kinsmen (cognati) and friends (sodales), participated in the affair. His
contemporary, Dionysius of Halicarnassus,adds (9.15) that the entire host of
kinsmen and clients ( pelatai) numbered 4,000 men.

But let us return from the perspective of the historical-literate peoples
observing their own distant and misty pre-state past to their observations on
their contemporary tribesmen, with whom they traded and warred and by
whom they were raided. It might be added at this point that tribesmen’s
raiding took place not only on land but also from the sea. Here, as well,
chiefs and ‘big men’ played a prominent role in organizing raiding hosts
from all those who wished to join them in search of fortune: in equipping
the boats and ships; in leading the expeditions; and, in opportune circum-
stances, in settling down in foreign lands. Sea raiding of this sort was prob-
ably as old as seafaring itself (for example, the American north-west coast),
extending back into the Neolithic. Raiding and piracy are known to have
been well established on both sides of the Mediterranean, at least by
the second millennium BC. They were an integral part of the ‘world of
Odysseus’.

Our sources are much better where the Roman Empire is concerned.
Sea trading and raiding along the Atlantic coast and across the Channel
had become well developed by Celtic times. Caesar (3.8 and 3.13—15) was
impressed by the large and advanced Celt ships, well adapted to the waves
and winds of the Atlantic. Furthermore, despite modern scholarship’s appall-
ing lack of information, it is more or less agreed that someone had to intro-
duce the Celtic tongues into the British islands, a process that necessarily
involved at least some migration from the Continent. According to Caesar
(5.12), the coastal inhabitants whom he met in his expeditions to Britain
shared the tribal names and general customs of tribes in Belgium, from
where they had arrived ‘to seek booty by invasion’.

Frisian and later also Frankish sea raids on Roman Gaul were a constant
menace during the Empire. From the mid-third century AD, the eastern-
most Germanic people, the Goths, who had migrated from the Baltic to
settle down on the shores of the Black Sea, raided the other side of the
Empire by both sea and land. Sea expeditions by warrior hosts, organized
and led by Gothic chiefs and war leaders, raided and looted the rich shore
provinces of the Balkans and Asia Minor, and even penetrated into the
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Mediterranean and threatened Constantinople itself.”* On the Atlantic
coast, by the mid-first millennium AD, the more northern Germanic
peoples, the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, became the chief sea raiders on both
sides of the Channel. Famously, but in a process the exact details of which
remain largely obscure in protohistory, chiefs and war leaders at the head of
warrior hosts—intermittently playing the roles of raiders and mercenaries
for the local rulers—took the opportunity gradually to settle down in
Britain and expand inland, bringing their families from overseas.

We have somewhat better information about the most successful sea
raiders, the yet more northerly, indeed the northernmost, branch of the
Germanic peoples, in Scandinavia, known as Northmen or Vikings. Their
maritime exploits are in many ways exceptional, but otherwise their case
exhibits remarkably similar processes to those that we have seen recurring
many times over. On account of their location, the Northmen were simply
the last to be drawn into and react with the expanding orbit of civilization,
as it moved north-west from the Mediterranean. At the time of their raids, in
the ninth and tenth centuries AD, the Northmen were still in the process of
transition to statehood—somewhat later than their more southern neigh-
bours, who had mostly undergone that process in connection with their
migrations into the Roman Empire. Many traditional features of the Old
Norse society and tribal past were still evident. At the end of the first
century AD, Tacitus referred in Scandinavia to tribal entities such as the
Suiones (Svear or Swedes), already the most prominent power in what is
today central Sweden—Ptolemy’s ‘island’ Scandia, where he names some
other tribes as well. More tribal designations are mentioned in Jordanes’
sixth-century Getica, designations that are echoed in the old names of Scan-
dinavian provinces, among them: in today’s Sweden, the Hallin (Halland),
Liothida (Lyuthgud, modern Luggude), Bergio (Bjire), Gautigoths (Gota-
land), and Suetidi/Swedes; in today’s Norway, the Granni of Grenland,
Augandzi of Agder, Harothi of Hordaland, and Rugi of Rogaland; and
finally the Dani, who had moved into today’s Denmark from the seashore
islands after the southern migration of the earlier Germanic tribal inhabi-
tants.'” The Lapps and Finns in the north and east excepted, all these tribal
formations were ethnically closely related and spoke Old Norse, which was
just starting to differentiate from other north Germanic dialects to its south.

By the second half of the first millennium, Norse society was becoming
increasingly stratified. In Denmark in particular, which was closer and better
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connected to the rest of Europe, towns were beginning to emerge. In
societies still based on local kin networks, the local powerful were increasing
in strength. Tribal assemblies and tribal militias of all free men still played a
role, but chiefs and ‘big men’ (godar, jarl [earls], hersar [herr = war host|, hauldar
[holders], and a variety of other designations) now offered not only leader-
ship in war but also local patronage and security. Here, too, they were rich in
cattle and slaves, the former partly and the latter mostly acquired in raids.
They also grew stronger in clients and dependants, competed vigorously and
violently among themselves, claimed supernatural descent, and gathered
retinues of young warriors around them in pursuit of power and booty.'*

By the ninth century, as the Northmen started their raids on western
Europe, two major developments had taken place. First, archacology shows
that they had acquired the sail from their southern neighbours, while earlier
only possessing oared boats. Second, kingship had begun to evolve among
them, gradually bringing the local powerful under central authority and
forcibly turning them into a subordinate aristocracy. Knowledge, including
chronology, of early Scandinavian kingship, is limited in the extreme,
because paradoxically we know less about the Northmen at home than
abroad, where they were chronicled by their victims. The main exception is
the famous oral epic sagas, written down in Iceland much later, beginning
from the twelfth century. It seems clear that, again, Denmark led the way in
the evolution of kingship, some time after the middle of the first millen-
nium, followed by Sweden. In Norway, kingship was the latest to evolve and
expand. Thus Iceland, colonized by Norwegians from the late ninth cen-
tury, best preserved the structure and institutions of Old Norse society, with
its assemblies of free men and fiercely competing ‘big men’. In any event,
when Viking raiding began, it was still mostly ‘big men’s’ organized hosts
that carried out these ventures (most notably in the case of the Norwegian
raids on the north of the British Isles). Indeed, in some cases, these ‘big men’
were fugitives from the transformations at home and from the expansion of
kingly authority. Scandinavian kings became active in sea-borne exped-
itions against western Europe only later in the Viking era, Norwegian kings
being the latest, not before the eleventh century.

Thus the raiding parties that terrorized the inhabitants of western Europe
were relatively small ones, consisting of as few as several to a few dozen ships
and a few hundred warriors, who joined a leader for the expedition.'”
Under this leader, whose authority was limited, these warrior bands were
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largely egalitarian, ‘brotherhoods’ of ‘fellows’. The bands’ strength came
from their aquatic mobility on the seas and up the rivers, which made it
possible for them to strike unexpectedly, by surprise, and with their victims
almost incapable of assembling superior forces. Their mode of warfare was
similarly based on stealth, relying on night attacks, ambushes, hiding in
woods and marshes, ruses, and hasty retreats. They made skilful use of hastily
erected field fortifications. Still, if things came to more serious fighting,
these warrior groups, the product of a simple and unruly society, were
superior to the more domesticated peoples in the lands to their south, unless
larger forces were co-ordinated to pin them down. In this way, they looted,
raped, burnt, killed, and extorted, driving the locals to find refuge in
fortified settlements that were springing up throughout western Europe.
Fragmented state power in western Europe attempted to organize naval and
military resources and construct fortifications to oppose them, or else tried
to bribe them away or buy peace by granting them provinces to settle in and
rule. Normandy in France was the first such case of a major settlement, and
Norwegian and Danish settlement took place all along the north and east
coasts of the British Isles—mno different in effect from the earlier Celt and
Anglo-Saxon migratory waves. As Scandinavian kings, foremost Danish,
entered the scene, gradually taking the place of ‘big men’ and their warrior
bands, expeditions grew to hundreds of ships and thousands of warriors, and
settlement and foreign domination intensified.

It is evident from all this how much our choice of cases depends on the
contact of tribal societies with literate people who could document them.
Even protohistorical and patchy narrative evidence, as most of our evidence
inevitably is, is immeasurably superior to no narrative at all. For example,
there may have been some similarity between the Vikings’ exploits and
those of the ‘Sea Peoples’, documented briefly but dramatically in surviving
Egyptian, Hittite, and Ugaritic royal records of the thirteenth and early
twelfth centuries BC. We know pathetically little about these peoples, the
most famous of which are the biblical Philistines. Apparently, the Sea
Peoples mostly came from the Aegean cultural sphere: the islands; the
mainly Indo-European Luwian language-speaking Anatolian seashore prov-
inces of Lycia, Caria, and Cilicia; and possibly also the Greek mainland. They
may have variably consisted of tribal groups on the move (women and
children on ox-drawn carts are depicted in Egyptian reliefs), chiefly war
bands engaged in raiding, piracy, and mercenary service, and fugitives from
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invasions and rising state power. Their activity was somehow connected
with a larger movement of peoples and a general upheaval in the eastern
Mediterranean around 1200 BC that among other things caused the destruc-
tion of the Hittite Empire in Anatolia and possibly also of the Mycenaean
civilization. The sea people’s raids devastated Cyprus and the Levant coast,
where many of the large cities, including the principal mercantile one of
Ugarit, were sacked and destroyed, plunging the region, as in Greece, into a
centuries-long Dark Age. On several occasions, their hosts invaded Egypt—
on their own and as mercenaries in the service of others—only to be
repulsed in great land and sea battles by the pharaohs Merneptah and
Ramesses III. Some of them, including, most notably, the Philistines, were
then settled by the Egyptians, and later ruled the southern coastal plain of
Canaan.'” This is more or less the most that can be inferred from our
sources about the tribal and band background of at least some of the Sea
Peoples. As with the Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Northmen, or any other tribal
society mentioned here, their nascent polities are discussed further in the
next chapter.
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The Sea Peoples defeated in a naval battle by Ramesses III. Early twelfth century BC.
Relief at Medinet Habu. (For the land battle see p. 353)
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CHIEFDOMS

The road from tribal societies to polities was an evolutionary one. With
wealth accumulation, growing social differentiation, and the rise of chiefly
and ‘big men’s’ retinues, there often arrived a point when chiefly power was
no longer merely dominant within society but grew truly to dominate it.
On the strength of their retinues, chiefs, or war leaders and ‘big men’ turned
chiefs (violent usurpation within and between the chiefly clans was com-
monplace and murderous), were able to secure a type of authority and
control that they had not possessed in simpler tribal societies.

Once more, power and wealth were closely intertwined in this process. As
Tacitus writes about Germania (15),1in one’s own tribe people were made to
understand that the chiefs and ‘big men’ would be pleased with ‘compli-
mentary contributions’ in cattle or crops. Hesiod, too, around 700 BC writes
about the ‘gift-eating basilees’ (Works and Days 37-9), mentioned in the
context of their arbitration and judicial status. These contributions and gifts
served for the keep of the armed retinues and fuelled their growth, in a spiral
process that further enhanced chiefly power and wealth. Neighbouring
communities were similarly encouraged to send ‘gifts’ to buy goodwill—a
clear ‘protection money’. Indeed, the traditional Mafia dons in Sicily were
local powerful of a similar sort, flourishing in a society in which state author-
ity was weak. Where chiefly power was centralized, even more formal
systems of tribute and tax extraction were introduced. Henchmen were
employed to supervise the countryside, and authority was exercised through
minor, subordinate chiefs and formally institutionalized family and village
heads. Although the semblance of kin and tribal fraternity was maintained,
and much of old egalitarian customs, particularly within the companions in
the armed retinue, was preserved, these centralized and multilayered, ‘com-
plex’, chiefly entities, the so-called chiefdoms, were far more hierarchical
and authoritative than ordinary tribal or chiefly societies. Social power was
gravitating further away from kinship.'*’

One of the classic and best-documented examples of chiefdoms survived
into modern Europe in the wild and unruly Scottish highlands and islands, a
remnant of Celtic chiefdoms that had once prevailed all along the western
rim of the British Isles. Until the crushing of the clan system by state power
after the Battle of Culloden in AD 1746, the Scottish kings, followed by the
British crown, found the expansion of state rule into this rugged and poor
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environment both difficult to achieve and of dubious value. The great local
chiefs extended their clan’s name—the Macleod, the Macdonald, the
Clanranald, the Campbell, the MacGregor—over their people, ruling under
the mantle of a close kin system, recorded in extensive genealogies and,
where necessary, fictitiously expanded. With a sham-paternal ideology
strongly entrenched and cultivated, the chief played the role of father and
patron to his clan. Although the clansmen owed him tribute, mainly in the
form of foodstuff, drink, and cloth, a fraction of their contribution was
returned to them, as the chief—like the Mafia dons—demonstrated his
generosity in helping out clients in need and during hard times. A house-
hold retinue of armed men and henchmen was kept on the tribute, dining
on the chief’s table in feasts that, on suitable occasions, when hosting other
chiefs or dignitaries, turned into lavish displays of power and wealth. Per-
sonal ornaments, weapons, and other prestige goods were exchanged as gifts
and commodities among chiefs, and between them and the outside world.
Chiefs struck strategic alliances in the form of brotherly friendships, vowing
loyalty to each other ‘through disgrace and infamy’. Similar to elsewhere,
many Scottish chiefs had ‘two or three wives during their lifetime . . . siring
many children’, with marriages partly calculated to cement alliances. Feud-
ing with and raiding on neighbouring clans were incessant, with cattle
stolen and corn stores set on fire. As one ‘settlement of feud” between chiefs
in 1609 declared, it extended to all their ‘awin kin, freyndis, tennentis,
dependaris and aleyris to haif’, and settled all past ‘murthowris, heirshippes,
spuilzeis of goodis, and raising of fyre commit by ather of thame agains
utheris’."”

Religion also played a role in the consolidation of many a ‘chiefdom’,
including, for example, the Celtic ‘chiefdoms’ of pre-Christian Ireland.
Chiefs tended to expand and tighten their grip on the ritualistic functions
that they had already possessed in many tribal societies, as well as to
centralize and enhance communal liturgy to strengthen their ideological
legitimacy and their chiefdom’s cohesion. How dominant these ritualistic
functions and liturgical authority were in the creation of chiefdoms is
debatable. The trouble is that most of our evidence for the more prominent
‘priestly’ chiefdoms comes from the silent record of archaeology. However,
where we do possess historically recorded observations (for example,
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again, early medieval Irish chiefdoms'”'), social, economic, ‘military’, and

religious power—fostered through retinues and henchmen—seem to go
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hand in hand. A substantial modicum of coercion was essential for any
serious process of power centralization in tribal societies.

The widely dispersed Polynesian island societies of diverse tribal systems,
ranging from the relatively egalitarian to the distinctively hierarchical, offer
the best ethnographic record of these interacting processes and mutually
reinforcing factors. Among them, those of Tonga, Society Islands, Tahiti,
and, most notably, Hawaii exhibited highly stratified societies, some of
which consisted of tens of thousands of people, headed by several, pyramidal
grades of chiefs, with a ‘paramount’ at the pinnacle. A wide gap separated
chief from commoner. The most centralized and complex of these ‘chief-
doms’ were only a short step from states, with the main difference lying in
their tribal form and scale. The chiefs were the custodians of the tribal cults
and rituals. They not only levied tribute and marshalled corvée work, but
also organized communal production on a grand scale. ‘Functional’ anthro-
pologists of an earlier generation used to refer to a ‘redistributive’ chiefly
economy, where production accumulating in the chief’s central storage was
supposed to have been rationed back to the people. It has since been recog-
nized that the flow of products was distinctly unequal, lavishly maintaining
the chiefly elite and their entourage."”” Warring and raiding between the
‘chiefdoms’ were incessant, with warrior power as significant inwardly as
outwardly. Thus, although the chief’s person was sacred, often taboo, and
celebrated in elaborate ritual, ‘the usurpation of power, by prominent war-
riors and particularly by junior collaterals of a ruling chief] is a recurrent
theme of Polynesian political traditions. . . . Hawaiians say, “Every king acts
as a conqueror when he is installed”, for if he has not actually sacrificed the
late king, he is usually presumed to have poisoned him.” Overt and covert
violence dominated foreign, social, and elite relationships in these ritualistic,
economic, and military chiefdoms.'”’

Pre-colonial Africa offers another large variety of chiefdoms, existing side
by side with ‘egalitarian’ and stratified tribal societies and with states, in
diverse geographical and ecological regions. The pattern, however, is
remarkably uniform. ‘Aristocrats had a better diet than commoners. . . .
They wore rare furs and abundant jewelry in copper and other materials.
Rulers had much larger homes and their cattle were more beautiful and
numerous. Because they had more cattle they had more wives and chil-
dren. . . .Raiding was only one of the methods they employed.” They ‘built
up power in various ways: by attracting clients in time of famine or by
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controlling scarce resources . . . using various forms of sacred authority to
enhance their power’."”* In Mali of the fourteenth century, ‘the underlying
political units were local chiefdoms headed by descendants of pioneer col-
onists, military noblemen dominating commoners and slaves’. In the west-
ern savanna, ‘the fama was both a master of the land and the political chief
of a kafu’. This tiny polity was described by a nineteenth-century traveller:
‘In the middle of the forest are immense clearings several kilometres in
diameter. In the centre are grouped seven, eight, ten, often fifteen villages,
individually fortified.”"*> Struggles for office within the chiefly families were
as endemic and violent as intercommunal conflicts.

Finally, having reviewed quite a number of literary recorded tribal so-
cieties in the process of transformation into ‘chiefdoms’, we are better
informed for a glance at the evidence for such prehistoric societies. Here
we are entering a world with no individual or communal names, epic
traditions, or narrative tales of any sort. There are two main indications in
the archaeological record of the process discussed. The principal and uni-
versal one is chiefly graves: large burial sites, often very large, erected by
communal labour, full of prestige items, including weapons, that testify to
the dead person’s wealth and status. Second, more ambiguously, fortified
sites can sometimes be an indication of developed chiefly seats of central-
ized chiefdoms. As we have already seen, fortified sites are not always
evident even where endemic violence is known to have existed. Where
they are evident, they can represent fortified village sites and hilltop ref-
uges of ordinary tribal societies (such as the Maori pa in New Zealand),
wherein chiefly authority, if it existed at all, was distinctly limited. How-
ever, sometimes the excavated site’s layout may reveal sharp social differen-
tiation, in chiefly housing, for example, and especially, again, if lavish
chiefly burials are unearthed. Such fortified chiefly seats would appear to
have been solely associated with chiefdoms—which commanded the
authority for their construction—rather than with ‘ordinary’ tribal chiefs,
who did not.

As mentioned earlier, in prehistoric Europe fortified sites appear in the
Mediterranean countries and the Balkans since the Neolithic. From the
late Bronze Age and particularly the Iron Age, they dot the landscape of
western and central Europe. Surprisingly for the world’s most excavated
continent, the enclosed space of many of these sites has not been seriously
dug. It remains unclear in such cases whether they served as fortified villages,
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A reconstructed stockade around an early Iron Age settlement at Biskupin, Poland.

Lausitz culture. As locally plentiful materials were utilized, wood, earth, clay-mud,

and stone were variably used by pre-state societies in different environments around
the world

refuge sites for scattered tribal communities, or fortified centres of chiefly
leaders and their retinues. In some cases, however, particularly during the
late Iron Age, there is evidence of hierarchical spacing out of hilltop forts of
various size categories around a central site, as well as of very large and rich
chiefly warrior burial mounds and of monopolization of the production and
trade of prestige goods. All these testify to the existence of centralized and
even complex ‘chiefdoms’, with paramount chiefs dominating the country-
side through subordinate subchiefs and local chiefs."™ In the south-east
European steppe as well, fortified centres and lavish chiefly warrior burials
suggest the existence of a strong elite—with at least the occasional * chief-
dom’—among the semi-nomadic ‘proto-horse’ and chariot Bronze Age
pastoralists. "’

Both in late Neolithic England (the ‘age of Stonehenge’) and in the
North American midwest woodland (Adena and Hopewell cultures),
‘religious’, ‘priestly’ chiefdoms are assumed by archaeologists on the basis of
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Maiden Castle, near Dorchester, England. Although the multiple earth fortifications in

this Iron Age site are enormous, a similar pattern is found in many sites worldwide. The

elaborate gate fortifications are more specialized, made necessary by the need to allow
in the locals’ wheeled vehicles, including chariots

the excavated communities’ monumental mounds, which are cult mortuary
rather than ‘military’ constructions. As the communities in question are
prehistoric and as the evidence is purely archaeological, it is impossible
to determine whether and to what degree a violent aspect was involved
in these chiefdoms’ make-up. As already seen, in the historically known
Hawaiian chiefdoms, for example, shrines and other sacred sites rather than
fortifications were built, even though violent conflict was endemic. There
are possible indications of warfare and of fortifications in some late
Hopewell sites (for example, Fort Hill and Fort Ancient, Ohio),and extensive

227



War in Human Civilization

traces of full-scale intercommunal violence in the later and more complex
Mississippian culture, where the large ceremonial mound sites, as well as the
villages, were surrounded by palisades. As a recent dedicated survey has
concluded: ‘hostilities clearly forced people in some places to protect them-
selves by enclosing their settlements within walls. Despite the strangely
persistent image of harmony in prehistory, warfare requiring people to
take special measures to protect themselves was commonplace long before
Europeans arrived in force in eastern North America.”"”® Similar religious—
economic—military ‘chiefdoms’ existed throughout Central America, some
of them giving rise to the Maya polities.'”’

On the whole, it would seem that economic, religious, and military
aspects were usually intertwined and often inseparable in the formation of
chiefdoms, although figuring variably in different societies and different
circumstances.'*” In the ancient Near East, for example, some fortified
sites in Anatolia and northern Syria of the fifth millennium BC (for
example, Mersin) are interpreted as seats of chiefdom/petty-state heads
and their warrior hosts. On the other hand, the Sumerian urban sites are
widely believed to have evolved from fifth millennium religious—
economic chief—priestly centres (Ubaid). Only with population clustering
and the appearance of cities and city walls are warrior leaders supposed to
have risen to dominate the Sumerian polities, as they did in historical

: 141
times. ¢

All the same, the limitations of the archaeological evidence and
the ethnographic record suggest that the initial concentration of power
in prehistoric Sumer is unlikely to have rested on religious—economic
factors alone.

How large were the chiefly and ‘big men’s’ retinues of armed men that
were instrumental in the transformation of tribal-kin society? Good data are
scarce, but wherever figures are available it would appear that even the
largest of these armed retinues consisted of no more than a few hundred

2 .
'*2 Smaller retinues were made up

men, with about 200 as a recurring figure.
of dozens of armed men. It should be remembered, however, that these
seemingly modest numbers were not modest at all in the context of tribal
society and, indeed, that they could have a snowball effect. As in business,
those who have money have the means to make more of it. In a society that
had no centralized authority and no centralized standing armed force,
armed retinues of ‘professional’ warriors who owed allegiance to a single

man could not be effectively contested by anything other than another
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armed retinue at the disposal of some other chief or ‘big man’. In con-
sequence, as we have seen, the local powerful were able to grow further in
power, wealth, and number of clients. Their armed force assumed an onion-
like structure. Its inner, standing, and readily usable core was made up of
their armed retinue of up to a few hundred ‘professional’ warriors. But, in
time of need, one’s clients could be called for assistance, and being powerful
meant that one had not only powerful enemies but also powerful friends and
allies. As we have seen with the early Roman Fabii and in Caesar’s Gaul, all
these could bring the number of one’s armed supporters to thousands.
Furthermore, wherever chiefly heads used their armed retinues to secure
more centralized and monopolistic control over tribal society, creating
‘chiefdoms’, the manpower of the entire tribe, formerly freely participating
in armed ventures announced in tribal assemblies, could be called up to
participate. To at least some degree, coercive and disciplinary means could
now be applied to marshal the men in these tribal and local ‘militias’. Again,
the Scottish ‘clan’ chiefdoms and those of Hawaii offer examples of these
mandatory military call-ups of the tribal men by their chiefs. Alternatively,
successful war leaders conducting large-scale raiding and even occupying
land, whose retinues swelled into hosts of thousands by the influx of aspiring
warriors from far afield, could turn these hosts into the nucleus of new and
independent tribal groupings under their domination.

Correspondingly, a qualitative differentiation took place among the war-
riors of the transforming tribal society. The standing retinues of young
warriors who made warfare their occupation were elite forces. Growing
social stratification affected the famously free farmer—warriors who had
constituted the backbone of traditional tribal society—indeed, in many
ways, had been tribal society. (The very word for a people in many languages
originally often had at least the connotation of an armed host—OId German
heri, folk, liuti; early Greek laos.'*’) The more well-to-do ‘free holders” more
or less retained their military role. But of those who increasingly lost their
property and independence and assumed a client status in relation to the
powerful, not much was expected, even when they were called upon in
times of necessity to broaden their master’s support base. The lower one’s
stake in society and in the profits of conflict, the lower one’s motivation as a
warrior. Furthermore, as a rule, a life-long habit of servitude made for poor
warriors. The more tribal societies were transformed by growing stratifica-
tion and rising chiefly and ‘big men’s’ power, the more they lost their
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celebrated simple and unruly, ‘egalitarian’, warrior prowess. On the other
hand, as instruments of power, more centralized polities could compensate
for that loss by more authoritative forms of mobilization and command, and

by greater scale.
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Armed Force in the Emergence
of the State

The early state is a deceptively familiar phenomenon. Literacy—tfor
which the state is a necessary (though not a sufficient) precondition—brings
about a quantum leap in the quantity and quality of the information at our
disposal in comparison with earlier phases of human development. But the
light of history is like the proverbial lamppost that makes only the coins
under it shine. In the minds of most people, the relatively ‘solid’ reality of
the last few millennia—a mere fraction of our past—is our past. Further-
more, within this picture, states already figure almost full blown from the
start. Their growth, which like that of any social institution was an evo-
lutionary and gradual process, is necessarily obscured in pre- and proto-
history, because, as mentioned, literacy itself came only with state society
and, thus, developed after its formation. The question addressed in this
chapter, then, is how states evolved and what role violent conflict played in
this process.

The materials and method that I have used in approaching this question
are in principle similar to those employed earlier in the book. Evidence
is drawn from archaeology as well as from the written records of literate
cultures that came in contact with more backward societies undergoing the
transformation into statehood. Furthermore, oral traditions of the pre- and
early state period, written down later in its development, become a widely
available and highly significant source, which in many cases contributes to
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making the growth of the state a proto- rather than a prehistorical process.
As before, evidence from a large variety of evolving states, drawn from
around the globe and across ‘relative’ time, is examined comparatively. As
I hope to have demonstrated, the faint echoes from pre- and protohistory,
which regularly leave the student of a single society with little that can be
securely relied upon, can become much clearer patterns when similar evi-
dence repeatedly re-emerges and reinforces itself across the ethnographic
record. Whereas in ‘unified history’, the state—followed by urban and liter-
ate civilization—emerged some 5,000 years ago in Sumer and Egypt, in the
relative frame used in this book, state emergence from stratified/chiefly
tribal society—with all the related marks of the state period—kept occur-
ring in different and variably connected regions of the world almost up to
the present. This is not to argue that all evolving states were the same—far
from it. Different states, evolving in different ecological niches and social
circumstances, took somewhat different evolutionary paths. All the same,
environmental constraints and human propensities were responsible for a
fundamentally limited variety and significant similarities among them. Both
variety and similarities are considered.

What state emerged first in absolute chronology matters, of course, to the
extent that earlier states generated further state formation around them—as
both internal evolution and outside influences are significant for the way that
states came into being. Internally, state evolution was the almost ‘necessary’
culmination and fruition of processes set in motion by the transition to and
growth of agriculture—at least where the right conditions were present.
This is strikingly demonstrated by the fact that the four regions of the globe
where states first emerged were the very same original centres of the agri-
cultural revolution: the Near East, north China, Mesoamerica, and the
Andes. In all these centres, independently and separated by thousands of
years in absolute chronology, yet with remarkably similar trajectories, it took
more or less five millennia for agriculture and agricultural society to evolve
to the point where state structures emerged. There is scant evidence of any
significant connection between the earliest centres of state emergence on the
opposite sides of Asia, or between those of Central and South America.
Claims of significant connections between the Old and New Worlds are
even less sustainable. Thus, in these separate ‘laboratories’, processes of
state formation were independently taking place, spontaneously activated by
similar processes, but measured by separate clocks on relative time.
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Internal processes of evolution within agricultural tribal societies were
paramount in the emergence of all other states as well. However, to a greater
or lesser degree their growth was affected by diftusion, the radiation of state
influence from earlier zones of state formation. Does this make these states,
often referred to as ‘secondary’ states, a wholly separate category from the
so-called pristine states, possessing a different developmental history, as
some scholars believe?' My view of this question is flexible: some states from
other than the four ‘earliest’ regions of state formation were sufficiently
isolated to claim pristine or almost pristine status themselves; the forma-
tion of others was heavily affected by existing states, making the process and
trajectory of their growth somewhat different; still others fall in between.
The designation ‘secondary’ lumps together all these states in too sharp a
dichotomy from pristine states. Furthermore, I argue that the designation
‘pristine’ itself is misleading. Even in the earliest regions of state formation
no state was truly ‘pristine’ in the accepted sense that assumes that it was
created under no interaction with other states. In all the ‘pristine’ centres as
well—Sumer, Egypt, north China, Mesoamerica (Olmec), and the Andes—
states emerged as part of a local states system and co-evolved in interaction
with the other nascent states in this system.” From this perspective and
taking all variations into account, evidence from across space and relative
time furnishes a substantial number of diverse historical instances of state
formation.

What were the internal and external forces, the operation of which gave
rise to the state? I excuse myself from going into many, much rehashed
debates on this subject in the anthropological literature, because most of
these debates have more or less exhausted themselves, and the broad trend
has more recently been towards synthesis and multivariable explanations.’
Neither elite coercion from above nor the social and economic needs of a
more complex society from below would now be regarded alone as the
mechanism of state formation, but rather some combination of these forces.
Nor has much faith survived in any single factor—‘prime mover’—that can
in itself be credited with responsibility for the formation of the state: be it
war, religion, irrigation agriculture, or trade. It is the combined processes of
power accumulation experienced by stratified/chiefly tribal society that
formed the basis for the emergence of the state power structure. These
interrelated processes, described in Chapter 9, included: agricultural inten-
sification; demographic growth;increasing economic and social stratification;
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and enhanced power of ‘big men’ and chiefs, relying on retinues of clients
and armed men, largely built on the spoils of raiding and tightening their
hold on communal (and increasingly centralized) ritual, cult, and magic.

In different societies the road to power accumulation involved various
blends of these factors, but hardly ever was any of these factors absent. It has
been suggested, for example, that staple economy cum priestly type leader-
ship was more prominent in the evolution of polities in some regions, and
elite-led warrior groups in others.* In the archaeology of power this is
reflected in the conspicuousness of cult structures in the former and of
military construction in the latter—temples versus castles—both of which
could evolve to monumental scale. However, although this distinction has a
strong foundation in reality, a more intricate interrelationship is revealed
wherever literary records are available to supplement purely material finds.
Forms of power flow and translate into each other, or, to put it in a less
reified manner, possessors of power move to expand and guard it, among
other things by gaining hold and tightening their grip on the various levers
of power. No effective state power can maintain control, defend its realm
against outsiders, or safeguard against usurpation without a substantial
underpinning of force. We have already seen all this in the discussion of
chietdoms, with the diverse Polynesian island societies serving as a prime
example. In all of them, fighting was endemic. Hawaii, for example, one of
the most complex and hierarchical of these societies, is a model irrigation—
staple-economy cum religious chiefdom/nascent state, yet inter-polity
fighting, social coercion, and violent usurpation were the rule before and
during contact, even though only religious and no military construction are
detectable in the archaeological remains. As we see later, the evidence reveals
a no less violent picture in other archaeologically known ‘priestly’ polities,
earlier believed by many to have experienced a peaceful existence.

Some formal criteria of what it is that makes a state are customarily put
forward. It is generally agreed that, compared with pre-state society, the state
employed central coercive power on a new level to command obedience, to
organize society, and to mobilize resources. What made this possible was the
supplementation of kin-based relations by other means of social power. A
multilayered state apparatus, largely based on hierarchical power relations
and benefits allocation, became dominant in the public domain. Although
all this is widely accepted, it must be stressed that kin affiliations remained
central to social networks, loyalties, and behaviour under the state: within
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the ruling elite, in social networks at large, and as a constitutive element of
ethnicity. Furthermore, the new, supra-kin apparatus of state power grew
from pre-state processes and structures rather than suddenly appearing in
‘ideal form’. No formal criterion or ‘definition’ should obscure the fact
that the early state did not emerge full blown and in a clear-cut form. Its
formation was a process rather than a one-time event, which regularly took
generations and centuries to unfold.

This process involved the accumulation and concentration of power to
the point where it could be institutionalized and upgraded to a new level.
This seems to have been mostly achieved by individual leaders and their
followers who succeeded in gaining the ascendancy over their contenders
within the elite, but sometimes in a more collective elite form. Wherever
such foci of state power were emerging, an upward leap in power effective-
ness was being gained, feeding on itself in a positive loop mechanism.
Private retinues were turned into state household troops and a nucleus
standing army. Freely assembled tribal and local militias were becoming
subject to compulsory levy and call-ups. Military leadership could enforce
discipline on the armed hosts. ‘Gifts’ and services to chiefs and ‘big men’
were being turned into regular taxes and corvée labour. In turn, conquered
land and increasing spoils of war gained by all these means mainly flowed
into the hands of rulers, further enhancing their power. In this way,
independent foci of power within segmentary society could be driven
to subordination, disparate tribal units within the same ethnos could be
welded together and amalgamated, and outside tribes and ethnies could be
assimilated. A process of ‘state building’ took place.

From the very beginning, this process of state growth and expansion
tended to follow a pattern: in every stage, domination was initially extended
through hegemonic rule, ‘suzerainty’, or ‘overlordship’, which was gradually
transformed, where it did, into a more unified, direct, and bureaucratic
structure. A deeply grounded causal mechanism accounts for this recurring
pattern. Peripheral elites were driven into submission to a political centre by
a combination of superior force and the promise of retention of their local
dominance; both coercion and co-optation were involved. Equally, rule
through intermediate local elites harnessed traditional legitimacy, as well as
being the simplest method of central domination, requiring minimal
administrative machinery. It took time for both the processes of internal
integration and the development of a more elaborate central administration
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to reach a point where a more unified polity would form. This recurring
pattern of development from hegemonic overlordship into more direct rule
has not been well recognized in the scholarly literature on the early state,
even though it has been widely noted in particular studies of specific polities
and has been well identified with respect to the development of empires.’
The reason for this failure, again, is that the early stages of state evolution are
all too often shrouded in the mists of pre- and protohistory, taking place, as
they did, before the development of writing, which could have recorded
them.

Emergent, nucleus state structure acted as the main catalyst for state
expansion in a tribal/chiefly environment, while also contending with other
emerging state nuclei, if several such nuclei evolved more or less simul-
taneously in an interrelated process. Presenting a comparative overview of
the fragmented evidence from quite a number of pre- and protohistorical
cases, this chapter aims to reconstruct the role and characteristic features of
armed forces in relation to the evolving structure of the early state, in its
various types.

WARFARE IN THE MAKING OF RURAL
PETTY-STATES AND STATES

State Creation in the Tribal Zone

The formation of the Zulu kingdom under Shaka in the early nine-
teenth century, in what was later known as Zululand and Natal in South
Africa,is a popular case study of state emergence.® For the Zulu state forma-
tion dates very late in terms of absolute time—the latest example that is
examined here—and was therefore well recorded by Europeans who arrived
shortly after the event. Nevertheless, it took place in a tribal/chiefly zone
before serious contact with Europeans and with little outside influence. It
thus constitutes an almost pristine case, located very early in relative time.
Furthermore, this early state formation left virtually no archaeological
markers, such as monumental construction. It can thus serve as an archetype
of similar, presumed but unrecorded occurrences of early state formation
of a predominantly military nature in the prehistoric agricultural tribal/
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chiefly zone. More generally, the Zulu case fully exhibits features that are
familiar from many other known instances of state formation.

The Zulu state emerged within the realm of a single ethnic stock, or
ethnos, the Nguni-speaking Bantu, who practised cattle raising and shifting
agriculture. As mentioned in Chapter 9, an efhnos is not a political entity.
Until the late eighteenth century, the Nguni were divided among many,
‘politically’ separate chiefdoms that incorporated separate tribes and sub-
tribes. Clans were the dominant social bodies, and chiefs’ retinues regularly
numbered no more than a few dozen men. Violent struggles of inheritance
within the chiefly families after the death of chiefs were commonplace.
Frequent inter-chiefdom warfare took the familiar dual form of raids—
mainly for cattle, the main property and measure of wealth—and of low-
casualty spear-throwing battles, neither involving more than a few hundred
warriors on each side. The chiefdoms’ small kinship-based structure pre-
cluded wars of subjugation. However, at the beginning of the nineteenth
century, one chieftain, Dingiswayo, succeeded in breaking away from the
power constraints of kinship, into formative kingship. By force of arms
coupled with moderation, he gradually extended overlordship over other
chiefdoms, retaining their ruling clans in place but often substituting the
tormer chief with a junior member of the same clan, who thus owed him his
position. He also dismantled the old clan-based militia, establishing in its
place permanent age-grade units from mixed localities with appointed
officers at their heads. These supra-tribal warrior units, kept on the spoils of
war, in turn formed the basis for further conquests and power accumulation.
Some 30 different tribes came under Dingiswayo’s overlordship. Although
warfare paved the way for this expanding realm, domestic peace was
proclaimed within it, with the supreme ruler acting as high judge.

After Dingiswayo was killed in 1817, his nascent kingdom was fought for
and taken over by one of his best military commanders, Shaka of the Zulu
clan, which gave the new realm its name. Shaka continued with Dingis-
wayo’s methods, supplementing them only with proverbial cruelty and new
battle tactics—the two elements being not entirely unrelated. He forced his
warriors to substitute a new thrusting spear and close-in assaults for the
traditional spear-throwing battles. The bloody, all-out battle, which we tend
to identify with warfare in world history but which was in fact everywhere a
novelty in the tribal zone, was thus initiated in Zululand, terrifying Shaka’s
opponents. Hosts of refugees swept through southern Africa. Shaka’s armed
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force grew to several tens of thousand men, many of them permanently
employed in raiding across the Zulu borders. They were posted in ‘barracks’
around the realm, away from their original tribes, so that they could not
serve local tribal resistance. Shaka’s kingdom expanded to perhaps as much
as 200,000 square kilometres—roughly the size of England—and its popula-
tion numbered in the low hundred thousands. Among the means that Shaka
used to consolidate his realm was the institution of communal rituals, associ-
ated with and presided over by himself, which supplemented the traditional
family ancestral worship and village cults.

In 1828, Shaka’s reign of terror ended with his assassination by his half-
brother, who after his own reign of terror was deposed in 1840 by a still
younger half-brother. This more moderate ruler, Mpande, continued to
pursue the consolidation of the kingdom. He transformed tribal domains
into state territorial administrative districts, and placed his many sons from
polygynous marriages in important administrative positions. At the same
time, he married his daughters to distinguished people and local chiefs,
while marrying their daughters, thus further tightening the ruling kin
network around the crown. An increasingly stronger sense of Zulu identity
and unity was being forged and gradually coming into being. Meanwhile,
other African states had emerged on the borders of the Zulu state, partly
under its impact. Furthermore, from the mid-1830s the Afrikaner trek from
the Cape to Natal had been taking place, leading to bloody encounters with
the Zulu. Coexistence of a sort prevailed during Mpande’s reign, but not
long after his death in 1872 the Zulu state came to the end of its independ-
ence as the British Empire established control over it. The fearsome Zulu
mass charges were famously broken by western firepower.

A British official described the Zulu nation and state somewhat partially
as ‘a collection of tribes, more or less autonomous, and more or less dis-
contented; a rope of sand whose only cohesive property was furnished by
the presence of the Zulu ruling family and its command of a standing
army.”” Although there was a very substantial grain of truth in this, reality
was more complex. As already mentioned, armed force was instrumental in
generating all features of state formation that are encountered again and
again: the expansion of nucleus state power by the combined coercion and
co-optation of formerly independent chiefs within a system of overlordship;
the harnessing of both kinship ties within the new pan-elite and supra-kin
institutions to strengthen state rule; the assumption of supreme military,

238



Armed Force in the Emergence of the State

judicial, and religious authority by the overlord; and, over time, the welding
of the realm into an increasingly unified state through increasing bureaucrat-
ization and processes of cultural fusion and common identity formation.

All these processes are also evident in the tribal states of east Africa (in
today’s Uganda), another prime example of early state formation that is lit
by historical and protohistorical sources while being sufficiently isolated.
Europeans first arrived in the region in 1862, finding there the states of
Buganda, Ankole, Bunyoro, and Toro. Although these states varied substan-
tially in size and power, they all extended over tens of thousands of square
kilometres and their populations numbered in the hundreds of thousands.
Oral traditions and king lists—supported by archaeological evidence from
royal graves and shrines—indicate state history in the region of some five
centuries. As mentioned in Chapter 9, successive waves of pastoral immigra-
tions from the north may have provided the states’ first ruling elites. State
and empire building was carried out by emergent royal clans, coercing and
co-opting local chiefs who were incorporated into the state structure. The
chiefs collected taxes and gifts, maintaining a delicate balance within
the royal court, a balance fostered by marriage ties, benefit allocation, and
the prospect of promotion as state officials. The court camp itself, with its
state officials and huge royal harem, was frequently moved from place to
place. The divine and sacred king presided over elaborate state ritual. Youths
from all over the realm were called up for training in the vicinity of the royal
court and were garrisoned in the provinces under appointed officers. Local
militias were called upon in time of war, which consisted of cattle raiding,
tribute taking, conquest, and the transformation of neighbouring polities
into dependent satellites. Murderous struggles for succession among a
deceased king’s sons as well as other members of the royal clan were no less
endemic.® As with the Zulu, force was central to every aspect of state forma-
tion in east Africa. Force capability increased with size, growing in a positive
teedback process with every further expansion. In addition, force increased
through the centralization and regimentation of the tribal armed forces,
which made these forces far more available and subject to control under
much wider circumstances determined by the state.

[t is mainly in these factors that the power advantage of states over tribal
societies lay. Man to man, tribal warriors were more than a match for state
conscripts, and many tribal lands—although not as densely populated
as the state-civilization zone—could potentially produce a large number of
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fighting men. Still, tribal societies were of small scale, were divided among
themselves, and possessed little coercive power over their members.
Although emergencies and desperate situations such as enemy invasion or
tribal migration could force a general participation in warfare, such con-
certed efforts were hard to sustain for long, and in other circumstances self-
interest and self-preservation encouraged ‘defection’ from the common
effort. Among other things, states greatly reduced ‘cheating’ and worked to
eliminate ‘free riders’ by coercing their members into co-operation, in either
these members’ ‘genuine’ interest, thus relieving them from a ‘prisoner’s
dilemma’, or the ruler’s interest, or in any combination of the two.

According to the biblical protohistorical tradition, for example, this was
the crucial action taken by the founder of the Israelite state, King Saul, elected
to unite a disparate and shifting tribal conglomeration against increasing
foreign state power on its borders. Faced with an Ammonite attack in Trans-
Jordan, which earlier would have been confronted only by the locals, ‘he took
a yoke of oxen, and cut them in pieces, and sent them throughout all the
borders of Israel by the hand of messengers, saying, whosoever cometh not
forth after Saul and after Samuel, so shall it be done unto his oxen. And the
dread of the Lord fell on the people, and they came out as one man’ (1 Samuel
11.7). After his victory,in a forming state that recalls the rural tribal kingdoms
of east Africa, Saul kept with him 3,000 men as a newly instituted permanent
army, with which he was able to enforce his authority on tribal society and
strengthen his control of the tribal militia (1 Samuel 13.2).

Moving to more solid historical ground, the same drawbacks from which
tribal societies suffered is evident, for instance, in Julius Caesar’s conquest of
Gaul, whose population of some five million succumbed to a Roman army
of 80,000 soldiers at most (eight legions and auxiliaries).” Again, it was
precisely these drawbacks that Vercingetorix, the leader of the general revolt
against the Romans in the later stage of Caesar’s campaigning, tried to
remedy. He set quotas of soldiers and arms to each tribal canton and, similar
to Shaka, strove to enforce state-like disciplinary measures. As Caesar writes

(The Gallic War 7.4):

To the utmost care he added the utmost strictness of command, compelling
waverers by severity of punishment. Indeed for the commission of a greater
offence he put to death with fire and all manner of torture; for a lesser case he
sent a man home with his ears cut off or one eye gouged out, to point the
moral to the rest and terrify others by the severity of the penalty.

240



Armed Force in the Emergence of the State

One could hardly learn from Caesar that ruthless—more regulated—
disciplinary measures were fundamental to the Roman state’s military
system.

According to Caesar, Vercingetorix’s father was himself an important
chieftain who aspired to kingship in Gaul and was executed for that. As
already seen, in the increasingly stratified Gallic society of the time ‘the
more powerful chiefs, and such as had the means to hire men, commonly
endeavoured to make themselves kings’ (The Gallic Wars, 2.1). Although
Caesar may have played on the Roman aversion to kingship in attributing
this motive to the barbarian leaders who opposed him, his was not mere
rhetoric. Command over men in successful wars was the major avenue to
kingship, because: it could enrich the successful war leader and expand
his retinue and clientele above those of his peers and contenders, the other
tribal powertul; because it could win him prestige and empower him with
popular support and legitimacy within the tribe, again with the same result;
or, indeed, because it could attract to him a host of warriors from far afield,
thus creating around him an independent power base outside his original
tribe.

These variably connected intra- and extra-tribe politics of power
accumulation through military leadership are, again, demonstrated by
Vercingetorix, who started out his revolt against Roman rule by gathering
an armed host from among his native Arverni around the flag of liberty. By
this means he was able to drive out his rivals in the Arverni elite (The Gallic
War, 7.4). Orgetorix, the Helvetti aristocrat who initiated their massive
invasion of Gaul that served as the pretext for Caesar’s initial intervention,
was also alleged by Caesar to have been motivated by the desire for kingship
over his people (1.2—4). At the same time, as Caesar entered Gaul from the
south, the warrior leader Ariovistus was carving for himself a Germanic
proto-kingdom in north-eastern Gaul, into which he invaded and attracted
armed men and part tribes from all over western Germania (1.31 and 1.51).
His nascent state building, and subjugation of the local Celt tribes, were
terminated by Caesar only in a gigantic campaign and battle that drove the
defeated Germans in flight back across the Rhine.

Whether or not there were other, earlier warrior kings-in-being in the
expanding Germanic realm before Ariovistus, who is the first to come
under historical light through Roman records, is difficult to say. The answer
is obscured in prehistory.'” Others, however, would follow, recorded by the
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Romans, and increasingly influenced by the growing Roman presence in a
way that Ariovistus’s rise to power had barely been. Rising to power not
long after Ariovistus, the Marcomanni’s Maroboduus best exemplifies the
new authority of the early Germanic warrior-king. Historian E. A. Thomp-
son offers a keen anthropological analysis of the processes involved:

Maroboduus, leader of the Marcomanni, was the first German known to us
who transformed his position from that of a confederate chieftain dependent
on the goodwill of his people into that of a monarch who could impose his
will on his subjects. In one of the last years B.C. Maroboduus had withdrawn
the Marcomanni in the face of the Roman advance into western Germany
and had led them from the Main valley to new homes in Bohemia. . .. In
Bohemia he built himself a ‘palace’ which lay close to, but was nevertheless
distinct from, his people’s stronghold. . . . [W]e do not know precisely how

he won his despotic power or what role his retinue played in winning it
for him."'

It seems, however, clear that, as in other places, a transformation of the free
tribal militia—fighting in a loose formation and led merely by example in
heroic fashion—was an integral part of Maroboduus’s project:

The adoption of something like a State army was only possible when some-
thing like a State organization of society in general had taken the place of
the organization based on the clans. . .. This alteration in the character of
the army . .. presupposes a higher degree of coercive power than existed
elsewhere in Germany."

As with the Zulu and east Africa, the creation of supra-kin state machinery,
including its military part, made possible further external expansion, and

vice versa:

It is not accidental, then, that Maroboduus’ name is also associated with
another innovation in Germanic history. In general, the wars fought between
themselves by the Germanic peoples . . . were fought for the possession of
disputed lands, for cattle, prestige, and so on. In extreme cases they might end
in the migration of the weaker side . . . or even in something like the annihila-
tion of one of the people concerned. But from the beginning of the Christian
era a new kind of war begins to make its appearance. . .. This is the war
which ends in the subjugation of the beaten side and of its reduction to the

status of subjects of the conquerors."

Earlier, there had been ‘no administrative machinery for collecting trib-
ute, taxes, or the like’. Now, however rudimentary Maroboduus’s state
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apparatus remained, spoils of war were kept in the ‘palace and adjoining
fortress’.'* From his Bohemian formative state, Maroboduus ‘engaged in a
series of wars with his new neighbours . . . which left them subject to his
rule; and he forced their warriors to accompany him on his campaigns and
to fight for him’."> A snowball effect was created. ‘Indeed, his empire was
very large, for from his headquarters in Bohemia he even ruled over the
Lombards, who are thought to have lived at this date in the lower part of the
basin of the Elbe.”'®

While Maroboduus was replaying Ariovistus’s nascent-state building on a
grander scale, the young Cherusci nobleman and war chief Arminius was
restaging, in western Germany, Vercingetorix’s general revolt cum nation
and state building against the Romans with greater success, at least as con-
cerns the first part of this project. The famous destruction of three Roman
legions in an ambush at the marshy Teutoburg Forest in AD 9 effectively
ended the Roman attempt during Augustus’s reign to subjugate Germania.
Although this result was certainly dramatic, its causes were less so. The
Roman disaster was an exceptional event. In the years immediately before
and after it, Roman armies operated victoriously throughout Germany. All
the same, Emperor Tiberius’s historic decision in AD 16 to abandon the
conquest of Germany simply recognized that, in a remote, wild, and poor
country, beyond the urban (oppida) line, it was difficult to keep elusive tribal
people down and that the prospective gains were in any case not worth the
effort. The Romans opted for indirect control and divide-and-rule policies
through the tribal elite, which was swayed and manipulated by gifts,
imperial honours and prestige, Roman education, and deterrence—policies
that on the whole would serve the Romans well for centuries.

It is, however, Arminius’s, rather than the Roman, activity within this
tribal environment that is of interest to us here. During the struggle against
Rome, he tried to introduce better discipline and more systematic war
making among the tribal hosts, and to coerce waverers and collaborators
with the enemy. Nevertheless, he continued to operate within the limits set
by tribal institutions and tribal traditions and had to contend with the other
tribal powerful, who often rejected his plans if they did not oppose him
outright. As in Vercingetorix’s case, this opposition included leading men
from Arminius’s own closest family, who advocated different policies and
held their own ambitions. Yet, unlike Vercingetorix, Arminius did not reach
for king-like powers to suppress them during the war. After it, however, he
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did try to emulate his contemporary and rival Maroboduus in establishing
autocratic rule over his people by means of his retinue. In the end, he was
killed treacherously by his own kinsmen.'” Maroboduus, too, was finally
driven out by the Marcomanni elite and people, and his nascent state
disintegrated.

These echoes of early kingship in the Germanic realm help to demon-
strate how frail and susceptible to disintegration the early state structure
tended to be. Again, this fact has attracted little scholarly attention because
in most cases it remains half-hidden in pre- and protohistory. Popular and
particularly elite resistance to the loss of the old freedoms combined with
weak socioeconomic infrastructure, capable of supporting a developed state
apparatus, in making early states a tenuous institution. The gradual emer-
gence and consolidation of states—the fact that they increasingly came to
stay and grow to dominate both the internal and the external arenas—were
intertwined with a number of continuous, mutually dependent,and mutually
reinforcing processes: growing social stratification and economic complex-
ity, which in turn eroded the primacy of kin networks as the constitutive
element of society and facilitated the intensification of the state structure
and apparatus; growth in states’ size; and expansion of the state system as a
whole. The overall historical trend of states was in these directions.'®

From Petty-States to States: The North European Laboratory

In some cases, a single nucleus predominated in the consolidation of a
state structure, which fairly rapidly and extensively expanded in a tribal/
chiefly space. However, in other, perhaps most, cases, state consolidation was
carried out simultaneously by several competing state nuclei, resulting in
much smaller early state units. This petty-state ‘missing link’ constitutes yet
another lacuna in the scholarly literature on early state evolution. There
have been many references to ‘princely states’, princedoms, or principalities
(Flirstentum), ‘petty-states’ (Kleinstaat), and even ‘micro-states’, as well as to
petty-kings (Kleinkonig) as opposed to great kings (Grosskonig), but no
systematic recognition of how prevalent the petty-state ‘phase’ was in the
growth of states.

The reason for this lacuna is the very same problem of pre- and proto-
historic obscurity. Indeed, the only type of petty-state that is widely recog-
nized is the city-state, again, precisely because its advanced urban and literate
culture puts it clearly in the light of history. The city-state is discussed in the
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second part of the chapter; it was, however, only one form and one develop-
mental path of petty-states. Some scholars have conflated the city-state with
that other form that will be termed here the rural petty-state. Others have
posited city-states and ‘village’, ‘territorial’, or ‘country’ states as the two
types of early state, while assuming that the latter emerged on a large geo-
graphical scale from the start."” In fact, more often than not, the large-scale
‘territorial’, ‘village’, or ‘country’ state, too, evolved gradually and from a
petty-state system. Rural petty-states rather than tribes and chiefdoms were
welded together in this process.

Let us return to the growth of Germanic kingship. Germanic societies
underwent a number of interrelated processes during the first centuries AD:
interaction with the Roman Empire increased through trading, raiding, war,
political dependence, and mercenary service; agricultural intensification,
demographic growth, and social stratification took place; larger tribal con-
federations, such as the Franks, Alamanni, and Saxons, were coming into
being; and ‘petty-kings’ became increasingly evident among some of the
Germanic peoples from the third century AD on. Among the Goths of the
fourth century, for example, both Roman records and archaeological evi-
dence of fortified centres suggest the emergence of perhaps as many as six
independent kingly domains, ruling over separate tribal groupings of various
sorts.”” The Alamanni during the third century alternated between small
kings/chiefs and the occasional major war-making king, mainly rising in
connection with war with the Roman Empire.”’ Among the Franks of the
fourth and fifth centuries there were simultaneously a number of petty-
kings (reguli), each ruling over a separate tribal grouping. In all these cases,
warrior retinues played a dominant role in the establishment and exercise of
royal power, and in all of them the line between centralized ‘chiefdoms’ and
nascent kingship was thin, somewhat arbitrary, or, most accurately,
evolutionary.

Indeed, ‘full-scale’ Germanic kingships and more solid, although
still rudimentary, state structures were formed only among some of the
Germanic ethnic formations with the great migrations into the Roman
Empire. Large-scale, successtul, military leadership increased royal authority,
wealth, and power. The occupation of foreign lands and foreign peoples
weakened the invaders’ old tribal kinship ties and subsumed them within
the newly created mixed societies/polities. Surviving R oman administrative
and tax-collecting systems were taken over by the new successor states. Thus
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Visigoth, Ostrogoth, Burgundian, Vandal, and Langobard states came into
being around new ‘national’ kings, whereas the Alamanni, for example,
which had maintained tribal/chiefly institutions and had developed no uni-
fied kingly state, found themselves at a disadvantage. Among the Franks of
the late fifth and early sixth centuries, King Clovis disposed of all the other
Frankish ‘petty-kings’, having them killed brutally and treacherously, some-
times by his own hands, including many of his blood relations. He started
out with a retinue that is estimated at no more than 400-500 warriors,
incorporating the defeated rulers’ retinues as he went.” Thus Clovis’s suc-
cessful war making, which expanded Frankish rule in northern and then
into southern Gaul, strengthened his hand in intra-Frankish politics; in turn,
his state and nation building made the Franks yet stronger and even more
successful in their outward expansion.

The gradual, centuries-long, interrelated processes of state emergence,
consolidation, and expansion took a more or less similar form in Germanic
Anglo-Saxon England. Angles, Saxons, and Jutes arrived in Britain from the
fifth century AD on as raiders, mercenaries, usurpers of local power, and,
increasingly, immigrant settlers. The many petty-kingdoms that emerged
around individual war leaders and their retinues were, over the following
centuries, subject to what one historian has called ‘a knock-out competi-
tion’ that progressively decreased their number. The remaining petty-states
known from the seventh century, when the veil of prehistory begins to
lift—those of Kent, the West, South, and East Saxons, East Angles, Mercia,
and Northumberland—were also occasionally welded together under the
‘suzerainty’ of one of their number through violence, coercion, and co-
optation, only repeatedly to disintegrate into their constitutive parts after
the death of the successtul overlord. Only in the late eighth century did the
kings of Mercia (whose estimated population of about 12,000 households
typifies the size of these petty-states) manage to effect a more stable union of
all the southern and some of the northern petty-kingdoms under their
overlordship. The kings of Wessex established their suzerainty a century
later, after Mercia had been destroyed by the Vikings. A ‘unified’ Anglo-
Saxon kingdom was thus coming into being.” In Celtic Ireland and Wales
as well, from the fifth to the twelfth centuries, petty-kings rose over local
chiefs, forming states of perhaps some 1,500 square kilometres and con-
stantly fighting and raiding each other in pursuit of hegemony and booty
(mainly cattle). Over time, the number of these petty-states shrank, because
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some were being swallowed by others, with ‘superior kings’ (ruiri) and ‘kings
of superior kings’ (ri ruirech) extending overlordship over continuously
growing parts of the country.”

Whereas evidence about the British Isles’ Dark Age is meagre, that which
relates to Scandinavia barely exists. Still, the outline of state development
there was similar. Kings emerged in Denmark around the sixth century
AD—more or less by the time that they are known to have been present in
Sweden—and around the late ninth century in Norway. As in other places,
they were kings in rather than of these latter-day countries. How many they
were and how stable their lineages proved to be are unknown. According to
one, potentially instructive computation, relating to the later Viking period,
more than a third of the Norwegian kings died in battle and another third
were banished. At any rate, in the following centuries the rulers of these state
nuclei progressively expanded their realms, eliminating rival state nuclei and
extending overlordship over the local powerful. In this bloody process, they
substituted earldom status for independence to those who submitted to
them, or replaced them with the king’s own kin and followers.”

In all these cases the same features are discernible. The core of kingly
power was their retinue, turned into royal ‘household’ or rudimentary pro-
tessional troops. In some cases, true mercenary units were employed, mainly
but not only where foreign ethnic troops of ferocious warrior reputation
were involved (for example, Vikings in Ireland). King Miesco, for instance,
suddenly appears in the light of history in the tenth century at the head of a
Polish state, the establishment of which followed an obscure period of con-
solidation from Slav tribal entities (including the eponymous Polanie) and
petty-states (such as that of the ‘Vistulanians’ around latter-day Kracow). He
commanded a paid retinue of 3,000 armed men.” In an onion-like or
snowball model of power, the subordination of the local powerful to the
emergent overlord tied them and their own semi-permanent service/
warrior retinues as the second major component of the state’s armed force.
Finally, the overlord and provincial leaders marshalled the local militia,
which were subject to a general call-up in times of emergency and to
more selective recruitment in lesser cases.”” Before their conversion to
Christianity, kings in all the above-mentioned cases commonly claimed
divine descent and performed a liturgical-magical function.”

The warrior retinues that were instrumental in the formation of states
could come from outside as well as from inside the tribal/stratified societies.
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The emergence of Rus, the earliest state polities in today’s Russia and
Ukraine from about AD 750, is a striking case in point, even if its precise
details—as with all state formations—are obscure in protohistory. They
must be reconstructed with the aid of archaeology from the oral traditions
codified in the Primary Chronicle in twelfth-century Kiev. Rus is actually the
Western Finnic and Estonian name for Swedes, who by the time of the
western voyages of their neighbours in Norway and Denmark had sailed the
eastern Baltic and down the tributaries of the rivers Volga and Dnieper,
trading in furs, slaves, and silver with the eastern Roman Empire, the Islamic
Caliphate, and the Turkic Kazars and Bulgars of the lower Volga. Organized
similarly to their western kin in semi-egalitarian armed bands around a war
leader, they opportunistically traded, raided, pirated, looted, exacted trib-
ute, kidnapped, and raped. The evidence suggests that deadly violence and
feuds among themselves were also rife. They established settlements/trading
posts, some of them fortified, along the river highways, first in the north
around lakes Ladoga and Ilmen (of which Novgorod would later become
the most famous), and then, from the late ninth century, further south, most
notably at Kiev. From these settlements they extended their rule over the
surrounding area, thinly populated by loosely organized Balt- and Slav-
speaking tribes, who possessed only an elementary material culture.

We have little information about the exact mechanism of this process, but
‘protection’ of sorts—that is, tribute for defence against the Kazar and
Bulgar steppe nomads in the south and, indeed, from the Northmen them-
selves—was involved, as well as trade with the heads of the local clans who
also gave women in marriage to the newcomers. The emergent small
polities evolved from chiefdoms into petty-states of a fortified town and
countryside, each headed by the former band leader—adventurer turned
Khagan (chief) and then prince. The Scandinavian elite host of raiders and
traders adopted the east Slavic language of the locals, and a process of pagan
and shamanist syncretism was taking place before the adoption of Christian-
ity. From the late tenth to the mid-eleventh centuries, the princes of Kiev
expanded overlordship over Ukraine and the north, raiding and cam-
paigning as far as the Balkans. Thereafter, the realm again fragmented into
independent, often warring petty-states, each with its own prince sur-
rounded by his armed retinue of a few hundred, a local militia, and,
occasionally, some mercenary forces.”

The Scandinavia from which the ‘Rus’ arrived was more entrepreneurial
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and war-like, but only slightly more politically organized than the Balts and
Slavs upon which the newcomers established their rule. However, in other
cases, a foreign leader and his retinue came from a neighbouring developed
state, or were even invited by a tribal—chiefly society in order to help it cope
with the challenge posed by foreign state power. For example, early Rome’s
last three kings carry Etruscan names. Archaeology suggests that whereas the
earlier reges/confederate war chiefs of Roman traditions had belonged to a
simple rural—tribal society, the Etruscan kings’ reign tallies with the growth
of urbanism and statehood in both Etruria and Rome in the seventh and
sixth centuries BC. Scholars once believed that Etruscan occupation was
responsible for the transformation of Rome. However, no such occupation
is mentioned by the Roman sources, and the Etruscan themselves were
divided among antagonistic city-states and formed no unified empire. It is
more likely that Etruscan war-band leader adventurers took over or were
welcomed to Roman state leadership. It has been proposed, for example,
that King Servius Tullius of the mid-sixth century BC, in many ways perhaps
the real founder of the Roman state and army, was a figure of this nature.”

Indeed, although some coercion is likely to have been involved in such
takeovers, a ruler from outside could be a more attractive proposition than is
intuitively realized. The tribal powerful, who viciously competed with each
other for leadership, power, and prestige, often preferred a foreign ruler to
the election of one of their own. The Aztecs, for example, entered the Valley
of Mexico in the early fourteenth century AD as a poor and backward tribal
society that settled at the periphery of the region’s advanced urban states
and was ruthlessly dominated by them. To cope, they substituted the regular
office of king (tlacochcalcatl) for their paramount war chief, inviting the for-
eign aristocratic Acamapichtli from the city-state of Colhuacan to take up
the post. The new king married the daughters of each of the 20 tribal clan
(calpolli) heads, who thus linked themselves to, and ensured their interests
with, the new regime.

As a result of Roman and Church literacy, northern Europe—similar to
the Zulu—ofters fragmented but better-than-usual evidence for the inher-
ently shadowy process of state formation. Clearly, however, interaction with
Mediterranean civilization was decisive in the north European cases. For
this reason and because of the backwardness of the north European societies,
predatory warrior bands proved to be the main instrument of power
accumulation on these societies’ road to statechood. However, did these
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instances (and the Aztec) not represent a quintessential ‘secondary’ state
formation? And in any event, as Marx and Engels and later scholarship have
noted, did the ‘Germanic state’ and its formation not fundamentally differ
from other cases, most notably the ‘Asiatic state’?

To be sure, biblical traditions tell about the role of armed retinues in the
formation of Israelite kingship too. An early, short-lived attempt at kingship
was made by Abimelech in the central Ephraim Hill on the strength of a
small warrior band hired with money provided by the people of Shechem
from the local temple (Judges 9). Later, David at the head of 400-600
brigands and Philistine mercenaries was made king over the southern tribe
of Judah (1 Samuel 22-30; 2 Samuel 2). He then used this small tribal king-
dom as a power base for the creation of a unified Israelite state. His veteran
group was now turned into a regular force including a ‘companion hero’
retinue/troop leaders (traditionally 37) and the foreign Philistine Sea
Peoples’ Kerethite, Pelethite, and Gittite mercenaries, numbering some 600.
This force served to cement the king’s hold over the tribal militias (2 Samuel
15, 20, 23). All the same, as the biblical tradition clearly indicates, with the
ancient Hebrews, too, early state formation around 1000 BC was ‘secondary’
and originated as a response to military pressure from earlier neighbouring
states, especially the Philistines and the newly emergent Trans-Jordanian
kingdoms. If there were other, and more ‘pristine’, paths to statehood, what
role did armed force and violence play in them? To address these questions,
it is time to go further back in absolute chronology to examine the earliest
states ever.

From Petty-States to States: Some of the Earliest Examples

The first states tended to emerge in environments of intensive-
irrigation agriculture.”’ Contrary to the ‘hydraulic’ theory of state emer-
gence, this does not mean that states could or did not emerge independently
in other ecological circumstances, but merely that the processes set in
motion by the agricultural revolution created conditions of demographic
density and social complexity the fastest where intensification was achiev-
able the earliest.”” In absolute chronology, Sumer and Egypt are renowned
for being the earliest of these early state centres and civilizations, already
emerging as such in the centuries before 3000 BC. Although there is
fragmented evidence that might indicate some Mesopotamian interaction
in the Nile Valley at a very early stage, both geographical distance and
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archaeological cultural distinctiveness leave little doubt that Egyptian state
formation was fundamentally autochthonous.

It is this unrivalled model of an early unified and huge kingdom that first
calls for our attention. Everything about it seems to have been big from the
very start. The accepted image of Egypt from the moment it emerges on the
historical stage is dominated by the monumental royal cemeteries of the Early
Dynastic kings of the unified state at Abydos and Saqqara, further evolving
into the pyramid graves, symbolizing the autocratic might of the Old King-
dom’s rulers. Spanning an entire millennium, roughly 3100-2100 BC, the
Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom periods were also marked by relative peace.
Protected by desert and sea, Egypt’s defensive and imperialist initiatives
towards her mainly tribal Nubian, Libyan, and (partly urban) south Levant
neighbours were on the whole of limited significance for the Egyptian state.

Images, however, can be deceptive. The Egypt that comes under literate,
historical light did not emerge full blown. It had to be created, ‘unified’,
from a multiplicity of petty polities, in a protohistorical process that is only
vaguely recorded in tradition and by archaeology, and in which warfare
played a central role.” By this stage of our study, the process involved would
appear surprisingly familiar. The archaeological record suggests that during
the fourth millennium BC agricultural tribal/chiefly society along the Nile
Valley coalesced around small regional polities. Egyptologists tend to believe
that the later Egyptian administrative districts, or nomes—about 40 in num-
ber—preserved the original layout of these independent petty-polities, in
the same way as county and province names in England and much of
continental Europe, for example, do. A relief on a ceremonial palette from
the late Pre-Dynastic or the beginning of the Early Dynastic period (about
3100 BC), known as the “Towns’ Palette’, shows a multiplicity of fortified
settlements, complete with regularly spaced wall bastions. In each fortified
settlement there are symbolic animal representations both inside and out-
side, commonly interpreted as ruling clans’ totems of the defenders and
attackers. Over time, a process of unification had taken place. Archaeological
evidence indicates the formation of two cultural spheres, one in the south
and the other in the north, in Upper Egypt and the Delta. Of the two, the
former appears to have been the more centralized and hierarchical state,
with its state—religious urban walled centre at Hierakonpolis. The northern,
Delta state—if that is what it was, as it would increasingly seem to be—
apparently had its centre at Buto, currently under excavation.
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The ‘Towns’ palette’. Animal images probably representing the besiegers of and
besieged in the walled settlements. Late Pre-Dynastic to First Dynasty, c. 3100 BC

Although everything about proto-history—Egyptian included—is partly
conjectural, the archaeological finds increasingly tend to confirm the gen-
eral outline of later Egyptian records about the state’s origins. According to
these, the Nile Valley was united by Menes, King of Upper Egypt, who had
conquered Lower Egypt. Archaeological evidence, most strikingly in the
form of various decorated palettes, seems to reveal a process that may have
taken as long as two centuries. A series of Upper Egypt warrior rulers whose
symbols or names are recorded—Ka, Iryhor, Scorpion, and Narmer
(Menes?)—are presented as smiting their enemies in glorifying scenes of
battle, victory, and subjugation, beheading prisoner leaders and warriors.
Evidence of sacrificed people has been discovered, a custom that would
quickly disappear after unification. The Nile, running through the long and
narrow strip of fertile flood agricultural land that is Egypt, served as the
highway upon which troops were shipped in the process of unification.

One unrecognized element in this scheme of gradual state formation
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King Narmer smiting his enemies. Early First Dynasty c. 3100. Hierakonpolis

needs pointing out. As already mentioned and contrary to customary
assumptions, even in this ‘pristine’ core, the Nile Valley, the state did not
evolve independently of any other state. Again, the image of the later, uni-
fied Egyptian state is misleading. In all stages of polity evolution in the
Nile Valley, states co-evolved in interaction with, and in a reciprocal
loop response towards, each other. This was from the outset an inter-polity
and inter-state system ‘within’ latter-day ‘Egypt’, to say nothing of
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interactions—commercial or other—outside the Nile Valley. Polity forma-
tion in one place brought about parallel developments among neighbours
within the Nile Valley, which in turn led to further intensification of the
process. In ostensibly ‘pristine’ cases, too, both internal processes and outside
stimuli were involved and interacting.”

Once united, Egypt’s unique geographical isolation helped to secure the
new union from outsiders. State building and, indeed, the earliest nation
building ever,” could run their course within a few centuries: a new capital
was established at Memphis, on the former border between Upper and
Lower Egypt; the symbols of power—the titles, crowns, and royal icons of
the former kingdoms—were combined; religious syncretism of the earlier
regional deities was initiated from above, creating a state religion with a
divine king at its centre; local dialects were subsumed under an official
(Upper Egypt) state language (how much of an ethnos the Neolithic inhabit-
ants of the Nile Valley had been is unknown); internal peace was enforced;
royal administration, taxation, economy, justice, and military systems were
imposed; and monumental state construction, state art, and state literacy to
record and run the extensive state affairs evolved rapidly.

The pattern of political evolution through petty-states and extended
overlordship to larger political formations—a pattern that involved force as
well as all the other means of power consolidation—was in many ways
remarkably similar in different and unrelated geographical settings. How-
ever, it also varied a great deal, because any difference in environmental,
subsistence, or social conditions meant that every culture was specifically
determined in a different form. Thus state emergence in China, on the
other side of the Asian landmass, can be viewed as close to the Egyptian
model, while also being considerably different. As in Egypt, ‘China’—in its
later and well-recognized image as a huge nation-state—empire and, indeed,
civilization—was not ‘primordially’ there as such but, rather, gradually came
into being, was ‘created’, in a process of state and nation building by evolv-
ing state nuclei. As in Egypt, the setting of this formative evolution was the
fertile alluvial floodland of a great river, the Yellow River, in today’s north-
ern China, in which millet, wheat/oats, vegetables, and livestock constituted
the basis of the economy. In absolute chronology roughly 1,000 years later
than the western end of Asia for both the start and fruition of the process,
agricultural intensification during several millennia of the Neolithic pro-
duced developed village societies along the Yellow River by the fourth
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millennium BC and stratified ‘chiefdoms’ by the third (Lungshan culture).
Traces of ditches and palisades around settlements are detectable from earlier
in the Neolithic, but as slash and burn, shifting agriculture was being
replaced by sedentary villages, archaeological evidence of stamped earth
walls and ditches around villages and towns, destruction by fire, and muti-
% From around 2000 BC, as
protohistory begins in the Yellow River region, at least hundreds of petty-

lated skeletons become all the more evident.

states are identified, typically built around a walled town or fortified palace,
the seat of a reigning clan. However, yet again, the number of independent
polities in this early state system continuously shrank, as some were being
swallowed by others.”

Although an autochthonous system of writing appears to have evolved
in the Yellow River basin with the state during the second millennium,
written material has not survived as well as in comparable civilizations.
Mainly done on perishable substances such as wood, bamboo, and silk,
writings did not enjoy the low humidity of Egypt or the durability of the
Mesopotamian clay tablets. Only from about 1200 BC have some writings
made on more durable materials—mainly bronze artefacts and oracle bones
and shells—survived in more considerable quantity. This written informa-
tion, together with other archaeological finds, on the whole tally with the
basic outline of later Chinese traditions and histories regarding Chinese state
emergence. These historical traditions tell of Three Dynasties, successively,
the Hsia, Shang, and Chou, the chronology of which begins in the early
second millennium BC. Whereas definite archaeological identification of the
Hsia has so far not been possible in spite of growing potential evidence,” the
Shang, who ruled more or less from the eighteenth to the twelfth or eleventh
centuries BC, have been clearly identified by modern archaeology through
their sites, written material, and artefacts. They seem to have taken over
from the Hsia, continuing and expanding the latter’s system of rule.

The Shang realm extended over the Yellow River basin and beyond,
finally reaching maybe as far south as future China’s second great river, the
rice-cultivated region of the Yangtze. Its loose structure hints at what the
Shang state had come to be. This was an overlordship exercised by a king
from the Shang royal clan, who reigned from a political and religious capital
(seven successive ones have been identified) over and through a network of
regional elite clans, each residing in a walled town at the centre of its
domain. The Shang themselves are called after their native principality, from
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which they had risen to power. From the start their overlordship (in the
Hsia’s footsteps) was created by a mixture of conquest, coercion, and co-
optation, and was welded together by kinship: alliance between the royal and
elite regional clans was cemented by constant intermarriage in a polygynous
system; vacant and new regional lordships were allocated to members of the
Shang royal clan. The clan elite, with the Shang at its pinnacle, instituted
state-centred ritual and established a monopoly over ‘High Shamanism’.
The ethnic and lingual fragmentation of the realm remains unclear. How-
ever, at least the language of the elite and of much of the population was
archaic Chinese, possibly arising from one of the languages and dialects of
the Yellow River Neolithic expansions but, in any case, thus beginning its
outward expansion as a state language, assimilating alien elements.
Although royal administration grew in significance over time, the judicial,
tax, and military structures of the Shang realm remained mainly regional,
with goods flowing upwards to the regional and royal centres. Compared
with Egypt’s rapid pace of a few centuries, ‘China’ took far longer to evolve
fully from an overlordship into a centralized bureaucratic state. The Shang
armed forces were largely structured around the household retinues of the
royal and regional elite clans (tsu), with chiefs who in turn also marshalled
and led the local peasant populace. As in Egypt and other similar societies,
this populace was organized for conscript service in the form of peacetime
corvée labour, regular garrison service, or more general call-ups for war.
Penalties to enforce obedience and discipline could be harsh, but the system
as a whole remained a loose hegemony. It depended on the immediate
interests of the regional rulers and the authority of the Shang kings, who
spent most of their time travelling around their realm, personally wielding
power in perpetual ritualistic activity and military expeditions. Warfare was
mainly small scale, with armies numbering in the low thousands—the larg-
est recorded being 13,000. As in Egypt, this represented a modest share of
the state’s overall population, although nonetheless being a formidable
force compared with the enemies. Waged against rebellious vassals, other
states that were emerging on the Shang’s periphery and under its impact,
and tribal neighbours, warfare was a constant state occupation. It mainly
took the form of raids and ravaging campaigns, which sought decision
through attrition, in pursuit of power, hegemony, tribute, precious raw
materials and trade, prisoners, and, on the flip side of all these, security.
Together with subsistence goods, lucrative prestige goods, such as bronze,
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shell, jade, and silk, were highly sought. Ritualistic sacrifice of prisoners was
extensively practised and was central to the activity of war.”

In absolute chronology, political evolution on the islands of Japan lagged
more than 2,000 years behind the Chinese. Increasingly influenced at cru-
cial junctions by developments on the mainland, Japan is generally treated as
a quintessentially ‘secondary’ state formation. All the same, as already noted
and as the Chinese case itself demonstrates, a sharp distinction between
‘pristine’ and ‘secondary’ state formation would be much exaggerated.
Political evolution is everywhere taking place in reciprocal interaction with
other polities within a co-evolving states system, and is thus propelled for-
ward by mutually affecting internal and external stimuli. In Japan the for-
aging and rudimentary cultivation economy that had prevailed from about
7500 BC (Jamon) was transformed from around 300 BC by the introduction
from the mainland of wet rice agriculture and iron production. In the
following period (Yayoi), from the third century BC to the third century AD,
a rapid process of agricultural intensification, demographic growth, and
social stratification took place. Fortified sedentary villages appeared, as well
as archaeological signs, in the form of large burial mounds, of growth in the
power of chiefs. The mounds, full of weapons and prestige goods, suggest
that the chiefs competed over luxury trade goods, partly imported from the
continent, and engaged in both ritual-shamanistic activity and endemic
warfare. Indeed, Yayoi archaeological finds are lit by rare ‘snapshots’ from
the mainland. A Chinese chronicle from the Former Han period (second
and first centuries BC) tells about some 100 polities (chiefdoms) in those
southern parts of the ‘Islands of Wa’ with which the Chinese came in
contact. Centuries later, in AD 240, a formal delegation from China’s
imperial court for the first time travelled to Japan, where the Yamatai polity
had become the principal. Ruled at the time of the visit by a woman para-
mount—queen—high shaman who resided in a palace fortified with ‘towers
and stockades’, this early state extended suzerainty over 22 ‘countries’ in the
southern part of the Japanese archipelago by a combination of armed force
and shamanistic authority.

The subsequent Yamato state, from the third century on, continued the
process of political ‘confederation’. From its centre at the Nara-Osaka plain,
its realm progressively expanded as well as being consolidated. Its self-
proclaimed ‘warrior’ ‘Great Kings’ extended overlordship over the lesser
rulers of the regional elite clans, retaining many of them in place and in
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control of their former domains, both subservient to the centre and sharing
in the benefits of state. As elsewhere, most aspects of state administration,
including the military, remained largely in the hands of these local chiefs.
Leading their retinues and the local peasant militia, they formed the bulk of
the state’s army. Only from the late sixth century AD, with progressing
agricultural intensification and greatly increasing Chinese influence and
threat, did Chinese-modelled religions, literacy, architecture, urbanism, and
centralized bureaucratic state inaugurate Japan’s historical era. State armies
of peasant conscripts were instituted for corvée labour, garrison service,
and campaigning on the western and north-eastern frontiers, where the
evolving Japanese state had been continually expanding into,and assimilating,
alien tribal lands.*

Switching back to the other side of Asia, early Anatolia, although not a
river valley civilization, resembles other features of north Chinese political
evolution. From the late third millennium BC, ‘chiefdoms’ in the region
evolved into petty-states with fortified palaces—developing into towns—as
their centres (the most famous being Troy II). These petty-states are attested
to by the excavations of both the sites and the first written records found in
the region, made in the early second millennium BC by Assyrian merchant
colonists. Rivalry among the petty-states was endemic, with some royal
clans increasingly succeeding in gaining dominance over the others. From
the seventeenth century BC, the dynasty centred on the palace-citadel of
Hattusa, progressively extended overlordship over the others in central
Anatolia, creating what is commonly referred to in modern times as the
Hittite state. The name is somewhat misleading, in the sense that there was
no Hittite ethnic entity or people. The rulers of Hattusa presided over an
ethnically fragmented realm, where early Anatolian population, speaking
Hattian, was juxtaposed with speakers of Indo-European Nesite, Luwian,
and Palaic languages. Again we have all the features that we have seen before:
‘Great Kings’ who wielded supreme military and religious power; previous
petty rulers reduced to the status of regional grandees and vassal kings
through a combination of war, coercion, kin ties with the ruling family
through polygynous marriage, and the benefits of state; and continuous
warfare as the principal occupation of the Great King, to create, expand, and
protect the realm, and extract tribute.

As the Hittite state expanded and consolidated, royal administration of
military affairs became more bureaucratic. At the centre of the armed forces
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there was a small permanent nucleus of an elite royal household bodyguard,
which according to the available evidence numbered only in the hundreds.
Garrisons manned frontier strongholds, apparently drawn mainly from
semi-permanent soldier colonists who received land/rations in return for
service. On call-ups for the frequent campaigns, the local aristocratic war-
rior retinues of the Great King and his vassal rulers were assembled—in the
later state period, as in the later Shang, mainly riding the newly introduced
horse-drawn chariot. The mass of the country’s peasant population was
similarly subject to service in these campaigns, as well as to corvée work.
Opverall numbers are largely conjectural: a few thousand at most were prob-
ably employed in the earliest wars; and the later kingdom fielded armies of
10,000 or more in major campaigns, with the total of its armed forces at its
height reaching up to a few tens of thousand infantry and a few thousand
war chariots.”!

The emergence of the Mycenaean polities and civilization in Greece, on
the other side of the Aegean cultural sphere, in many ways parallels Anatolia
and offers a unique insight into the earliest stages of state evolution. Made
famous by the faint, remote, and distorted historical echoes preserved in oral
epic traditions and codified in the Homeric work of the eighth century BC,
the Mycenaean world has been archaeologically excavated since the late
nineteenth century. The deciphering of the Linear B script in the 1950s has
given a snapshot view of patchy administrative records of some of the My-
cenaean polities at the end of their history and moment of destruction about
1200 BC, when the clay tablets in the archives were baked by conflagration.
The archaeology of the sites suggests that from the late seventeenth century
BC onward the Mycenaean polities had gradually developed from complex
‘chiefdoms’ to petty bureaucratic states. Influence from Crete and the civil-
izations of the eastern Mediterranean had been stimulating what was pro-
gressively becoming a thriving centralized petty-state economy of exquisite
crafts, textile industry, luxury trading goods, and far-flung maritime com-
merce. The massive palace-citadels, such as Mycenae, Tiryns, the Athenian
Acropolis, and Thebes and Gla in Boeotia, with their ‘cyclopean’ walls of
huge stones, were built only in the later stage of Mycenaean history, in the
fourteenth and thirteenth centuries BC. Other later palaces, such as Pylos,
‘Nestor’s palace’, were apparently unfortified.

Some scholars, grappling in the darkness of prehistory, have explained
this later appearance of mammoth fortifications by speculating that the
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occasion and severity of warfare increased in this later stage of Mycenaean
history, signalling a ‘time of trouble’ before the ultimate doom.* However,
the material finds from the very beginning of that history suggest that this
interpretation is oft the mark. Pictorial representations of early Mycenaean
warrior scenes are prominent in the excavated material, which itself largely
consists of elite warrior graves. These are full of weaponry, from pre-
metallic tusk helmets to early bronze helmets, armour corslets, spears,
swords, and daggers.* Warfare in all probability was relatively small scale and
took the familiar form of raids and elite single combats rather than of fully
fledged invasions and wars of conquest. As we have already seen, livestock
and women captives were the main prizes of raids in such societies. Prisoner
women from raids, working in the textile industry, are recorded in the later
clay tablets, whereas the difficult-to-control men were killed on the spot, as
was usually the case in early civilizations.** The archaeological record from
the beginning of the Mycenaean period shows that ‘Most settlements are
located around defensible hilltops. . . . Unfortunately, later construction
programmes, virtually everywhere, have swept away or concealed early
buildings or fortification walls’.* Indeed, only when the earlier chiefly
rulers gave way to increasingly more powerful and richer monarchs (wanax),
who ruled the bureaucratic petty-states familiar from the written tablets and
who mastered recognizably more organized armed forces, did it become
both possible and more necessary to erect the mighty palace-citadels of
the later period to guard the kings’ seats of power and accumulating gold
treasures. As we have already seen and discuss further later on, the evolution
of fortifications is a much more complex subject than may appear at
first sight.

At the end, Pylos—one of the principal Mycenaean petty-states and rela-
tively well documented by the clay tablets—had a population estimated at
about 50,000 people,* and its area covered a few thousand square kilo-
metres. In addition to the king, the tablets also mention various palace,
administrative, and local dignitaries. These constituted the core of armed
‘companions’ and ‘followers’ around the monarch, riding war chariots dur-
ing the later state period. Whereas a few hundred chariots are cited for one
or two of the mightiest Mycenaean petty-states, the others apparently pos-
sessed no more than a few dozen. In addition, there seems to have been a
general obligation of the peasant populace to serve on demand, and small
contingents of professional, partly foreign, infantry troops are also possible

260



Armed Force in the Emergence of the State

Mycenaean troops. The Warrior Crater, Mycenae, twelfth century BC

during the later period.” The Iliad presents the king of Mycenae as the head
of the alliance against Troy, a first among equals, or even more than that. He
may have held suzerainty over the polities in the vicinity of Mycenae and
some sort of hegemonic power—including maritime—further afield. The
excavated clay tablets of Hattusa refer to the Great King of Ahhiyawa in
the west, which in the diplomatic parlance of the period was a rank equal to
the Great Kings of Egypt, Babylonia, and Hatti itself. Whether or not
Ahhiyawa is to be identified with the Achaeans, and their Great Kings with
the rulers of Mycenae, has been the subject of a protracted debate and would
seem increasingly plausible.” In any case, around 1200 BC, before the
Mycenaean petty-states and inter-state system could evolve further in any
direction, they experienced sudden and violent destruction, which would
drive Greece back to a pre-state and preliterate existence in the four centur-
ies of the Dark Ages.

Those responsible for this sudden destruction and collapse remain
unknown, and, in view of the paucity of the written evidence, speculation is
of limited value. The once-popular belief that Dorian invaders from outside
Greece caused the destruction has lost its credibility on both archaeological
and linguistic grounds. Popular uprising (rarely if ever effective in known
history) or fashionable ‘system collapse’ and natural disaster theories are
equally unconvincing.” On the whole, scholars are returning to the best-
documented potential culprit, already discussed in Chapter 9: the massive
movement in the Aegean and the whole eastern Mediterranean about
1200 BC of disparate peoples and armed hosts from the periphery of the
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civilized zone. Known as the ‘Sea Peoples’ in the Egyptian sources, their
devastating sea and land raids brought simultaneous and abrupt destruction
on the fortified centres of power in Greece and the Levant coast—including
the Hittite capital Hattusa and the Hittite empire—looting these centres’
rich treasures. In Pylos, as in Ugarit in Syria, the last written records refer to
coastal watches and naval preparations.”’ The remains of a hastily built
wall across the Corinthian isthmus, which connects the Peloponnese with
mainland Greece, have been excavated.

Mycenaean civilization had originally been stimulated by, and after
1500 BC took control of, the so-called Minoan civilization in Crete, which
had flourished from the beginning of the second millennium BC. The
Mycenaean Linear B script was an adaptation to the Greek language of the
Cretan Linear A. However, as the Cretan language is unknown and was
apparently non-Greek, the Linear A itself remains undeciphered. The aston-
ishingly beautiful and sophisticated Minoan palace society thus remains
with no written testimony at all for most of its history, before the My-
cenaean occupation. Consequently, as the Minoan palaces in their heyday
were unfortified and scenes of war are generally absent in Minoan art, the
romantic and idyllic imagination, envisioning a Golden Age or Lost Paradise
of peace and happiness, easily took over among early researchers. Since then,
however, scholarly opinion has changed. Of course, Crete is an island and
thus more secure from outside invasion. All the same, the only mechanism
for maintaining internal peace—as far as such peace existed in Crete—
would have been some sort of hegemonic overlordship by the kings of
Knossos over the lesser rulers in the smaller palaces. This power structure is
in fact reflected in Greek historical memory, both with respect to Minos
and in the ‘Ship List’ in the Iliad (2.645-52), where King Idomeneus is
presented as head of the island’s ‘hundred poleis’. Most scholars believe that
Knossos’s supremacy is also suggested by the archaeological evidence.
Indeed, hilltop and palace fortifications, as well as palace destruction in
warfare during the early second millennium BC, suggest that intra-island
warfare had taken place before the establishment of hegemonic rule in
Crete. In turn, elite dominance in all its aspects was the only way by which
the populace could be brought into subservience to the regimentalized
luxurious palace economy and its wealthy residents.

Abroad, Minoan maritime dominance over trade and markets—or

thalassocracy, the Greek for mastery of the sea—was underpinned by the
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powerful Minoan naval force. According to Thucydides (i:4): ‘Minos is the
earliest of all those known to us by tradition who acquired a navy. He made
himself master of a very great part of what is now called the Hellenic Sea,
and became lord of the Cyclades islands and first colonizer of most of them,
driving out the Carians and establishing his own sons in them as governors.’
Herodotus, too (Histories 1.171, also 173), refers to islanders under King
Minos’s rule who were obliged to man his ships upon request. Minoan
colonization of the islands is now increasingly accepted by archaeologists.
Fortifications on these islands are interpreted as having been erected by
Minoan colonists against the local inhabitants, or the other way around, but
are in any case indicative of conflict. Indeed, an exquisite wall painting
discovered on the island of Thera (Santorini), in the Minoan sphere, depicts
detailed scenes of galleys, warriors, and a seaborne campaign. Last but not
least, the remains of sacrificed people have been excavated in several loca-
tions in Crete, casting a darker shadow on the earlier bright image of
Minoan religion. The later Greek myth of Theseus, according to which the

4

Minoan troops with spears, swords, boar tusk helmets, and shields, sixteenth century BC.
Note the galley, and the rich and elegant setting. The Procession Frieze from Akrotiri
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Athenians were coerced by King Minos annually to send seven young men
and maidens for sacrifice to the Minotaur, may be a faint echo of a grim
reality. In the myth Theseus kills the Minotaur, which again may be evocative
of historical events, because around the mid-fifteenth century Mycenaean
warrior bands from the mainland took over Knossos and the lesser palaces
and established their rule over Crete. This may or may not have been con-
nected to the destruction of the Minoan palaces and ships about 1500 BC by
the well-documented catastrophic volcanic eruption that blew up the entire
centre of the island of Thera.”'

In conclusion, this overview of the evidence for state formation, from
tribal/stratified/chiefly society and rural petty-states through hegemonic
overlordships to larger states, demonstrates that, whether in ‘pristine’ or
more ‘secondary’ evolution, armed force was a major, and sometimes the
major, factor, side by side and together with co-optation and all other—
economic and religious—means of power accumulation. The reason for this
widely observable but far from generally acknowledged fact is simple almost
to the point of being self-evident and has already been mentioned earlier:
without the underpinning of superior, covert or overt, coercive force, polit-
ical power accumulation, with all the benefits that it entails, cannot be
achieved in the teeth of opposition from others who stand to lose by it, or
be secured once it has been achieved against power holders who stand to
gain by its usurpation. It may be impossible, as Talleyrand piqued, to sit on
bayonets; but whatever cushions are necessary, they must be supported by
sharper tools. Legitimacy of all sorts is highly important, but it cannot be
sustained by itself.

Japanese sacred kingship is an illuminating case in point. As we saw, the
first Chinese envoy to Japan, in the mid-third century AD, found a queen—
priest of the Yamatai polity engaged in shamanist activity in the seclusion of
her palace—castle. It was, however, not by magical charisma alone that power
was wielded in the real world. Actual power was in effect held in the hands
of the queen’s brother, who ruled the realm by temporal means.”” As
Japanese Heavenly Sovereigns from the seventh century AD on often tended
to retreat from the follies of this world into religious meditation, the same
pattern resurfaced, with a close relative holding the reins of power. Indeed,
the only reason why the same Japanese dynasty of divine monarchs has more
or less survived ever since is that, from the twelfth century on, it held
only formal, symbolic power. Actual political-military—economic rule, and
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everything that it conferred, were held by ‘military governors’, the shoguns,
whose dynasties, not surprisingly, constantly rose and fell through armed
competition and deadly usurpation. Supreme religious authority was regu-
larly a central aspect of political power and a major source of legitimacy
but could never be its sole or even principal mainstay, either in chiefdoms
or when these chiefdoms evolved into states. The rulers of all the rural
petty-states and overlordships reviewed here wielded mixed—temporal and
religious—power.

Once power was accumulated, it could serve to accumulate yet more
power in a stepping-stone, ‘knock-out’ model, which progressively elimin-
ated smaller contenders—whether they were tribes/chiefdoms or petty-
states—bringing them under larger hegemonic state structures. Over longer
periods, hegemonic state power could then generate processes of cultural
and ethnic fusion or ‘nation building’ and develop state bureaucratic
machinery to replace disparate hegemonic rule. As remains to be seen, more
centralized national armies resulted.

Non-Tribal and Non-State Armed Hosts

Petty-states and states were not the sole possessors of corporate fighting
forces in the evolving states system. We have already seen the dominant role
played by armed retinues in the creation of states, but armed hosts continued
to figure significantly outside the state structure. In the first place, the ‘state
structure’ itself was a very loose concept, in which the local powerful
retained control over their men and localities. These were more or less
considered legitimate power holders. Furthermore, as the petty-states,
hegemonic overlordships, and, indeed, the emergent inter-state system itself
were all generally small and fragmented, there was much ‘frontier land” on
the periphery of, and between, states. In addition to the tribal/barbarian
marches, there were also non-tribal and non-state armed hosts that formed
in the inner and outer no-man’s-land of state territory. They miscel-
laneously consisted of fugitives from justice or blood revenge, disinherited
and banished illegitimate or younger sons, exiled aristocrats, debtors,
escapees from bondage, or simply poor peasants who opted for the brigand
and adventurous way of making a living. As petty-states were small and even
larger states” power was diftfused, the bigger of these hosts—numbering in
the hundreds—could pose a real challenge to the authorities.

Indeed, there was arguably not that much difference between such hosts
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and the authorities, apart from the fact that the former were usually outcasts
and often recruited their men from the bottom of society, whereas the
authorities had been legitimized by time and power; the ‘free companies’
extracted tribute from the peasant population in return for ‘protection’, in
much the same way that states did. Moreover, these brigands, bandits, and
pirates often moved to and fro across the legitimacy line into state service, or
themselves became the state. Operating in a state environment meant that
there was money for hiring warrior hosts into mercenary service from
either the tribal zone or the state realm itself, especially in an emergency but
also on a more permanent footing. Given the opportunity, particularly in
times of trouble, these hosts seized power, in petty-states and even in larger
ones. In a fragmented political and ethnic landscape, they sometimes col-
laborated with other non-state hosts, such as aristocratic retinues and tribal
bands, adding up to a force that could undermine weakening state power.

References to brigand groups go back to the earliest state system in early
Mesopotamia, but not surprisingly they are particularly plentiful and signifi-
cant in the records of the petty-states in the politically fragmented Levant
during the second millennium BC, wherever and whenever such records
have been found, from Mari in the north to Canaan in the south.” In
Canaan these brigand groups on the periphery of society were called habiru
or apiru, which early scholars tended to identify ethnically with the early
Hebrews, but which are now understood as a broader generic designation,
from which the forming Hebrews may have derived their ethnic name.
Many forming ethnic identities are given their collective, often derogatory,
names by more developed societies on their borders. A later biblical trad-
ition tells about one such group of brigands under Jephthah, the son of a
prostitute, disinherited and banished by his father’s family but called by the
elders of Gilead in time of trouble to save the district from the Ammonites.
After his victory, he became leader of Gilead and the surrounding tribes
(Judges 11-12). We have already mentioned the role played by another such
brigand group under David during the later emergence of the Israelite state.
A fugitive from King Saul’s service, he and his group exacted tribute from
the frontier peoples of Judah and hired their services to the Philistine Achish
of Gath, before returning to take up power in Judah and later also in Israel
after Saul’s defeat and death in battle.

The Hebrews, of course, were only one small group in the Levant, a
group whose traditions have been comparatively so well preserved only
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because of the later remarkable career of their tribal religion. By contrast, we
know very little about the Hyksos, or ‘chiefs of foreign countries’ in the
Egyptian records, who from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-sixteenth cen-
turies BC took advantage of weakening central power in Egypt to establish
their overlordship over the Nile Delta and most of the rest of Egypt. Their
recorded personal names and other evidence indicate mostly Semitic,
Canaanite—Amorite origin from the southern Levant. Contrary to a still
popular image, they did not come riding the new war chariot, with which
they were able to storm Egypt. The chariot’s gradual spread through the
ancient Near East reached Egypt only later in their reign. The Hyksos may
have represented an assorted conglomeration of Asiatic chiefly forces, aristo-
cratic retinues, mercenaries, and brigand groups, which co-operated with
Semitic urban and pastoralist immigrants to the Delta in taking over Egypt.”*
Shortly after, from the second half of the sixteenth century, Hurrian and
Kassite chiefly, tribal, and brigand warrior groups from the north of the
Fertile Crescent penetrated the entire Near East in search of fortune. Finally, I
have already discussed the Sea Peoples of mostly Aegean and Anatolian
origin, who about 1200 BC devastated the Levant coast and invaded Egypt.
Although information is again very sketchy, they, too, seem to have been a
disparate assortment of war bands, exiles, and migrating peoples of various
ethnicities, who looted and hired their services to foreign powers (including
intermittently both the Egyptian pharaohs and the Libyan chiefs who
invaded that country), as well as carrying out larger military expeditions
themselves. After a failed offensive on Egypt, some of them, including the
biblical Philistines, were settled by the Egyptians on the coastal plain of
Canaan as mercenary garrisons. When Egypt’s central government again
declined from the mid-twelfth century BC, they took over as lords where they
had been stationed, with the Philistines—for example, establishing five allied
petty-polities on the southern plain. Another sea people, the Tjekker, took
over on the northern coastal plain of Canaan. The Aegean origins of these
ruling warrior bands is well preserved in the archaeology of their early sites,
but they soon assimilated into the local Canaanite culture and language.”
There is significant evidence for the operation of brigand warrior bands
in the war-like environment of late-classic and post-classic Mesoamerica,
from the seventh century AD on, where they again variably acted independ-
ently and as mercenary troops. These ‘New World Condottieri’,as one histor-
ian suggested they might be described, mostly came from the fringes of the
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great civilizations of Teotihuacan and the Maya in central Mexico and
Yucatan—the Gulf coast and the north. They served the rulers of these
civilizations as mercenaries, very possibly contributed to their collapses
around AD 650 and 850 respectively, and played a central role in the may-
hem that followed.® Some of them became elite warrior rulers of post-
classic polities. The most famous Mesoamerican epic tradition tells about
the leader of Toltec Tula, Quetzalcoatl, who lost out in the struggle for
power and left east on exile with his followers. There seems to be a kernel
of historical reality in the epic, for more than 1,000 kilometres east, in
the lowland Maya petty-polities of the post-classic period, both tradition
and archaeology testify to the appearance of Toltec war bands headed by
Kukulcan (the Feathered Serpent: Quetzalcoatl in Maya), who in AD 987
took over the local Maya polities, bringing with them their unmistakable
art, architecture, and religious symbols. From their capital at Chichen Itza
they dominated northern Yucatan for some 200 years.

There are, of course, many additional examples from other petty-state
systems. I have already mentioned the independent armed hosts and adven-
turer leaders operating within the Etruscan city-states system. Some 2,000
years later, the multi-national ‘free companies’, which formed in, and rav-
aged, France in the mayhem of the Hundred Years War, went on to make a
particularly successtul career in the politically fragmented Italian peninsula.
They intermittently offered their mercenary services to the antagonistic
[talian city-states and fended for themselves, preying on the population
and stimulating locals to pursue a similar career in condottieri warrior hosts.
However, these and other instances of brigand armed hosts operating
in developing markets for mercenaries are better explored further in
connection with my discussion of city-states.

Indeed, over time, cities evolved within the rural cum palace/temple/
fortified-centre polities. Expanding scale, centralized state government and
bureaucracy, and diversified, more complex state economy, tribute, and
other spoils of war were all responsible for this process in the emergent states
that have already been reviewed. The Egyptian and Chinese royal capitals
are examples of the growth of these state-induced metropolitan centres. In
Japan, too, a Chinese-style royal capital city was built at Nara in the eighth
century AD by the new bureaucratic state. In the Hittite domain, a city
continuously grew around the former citadel of Hattusa, as the kingdom
was gaining in size, power, and wealth. Increasingly larger settlements
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formed around the Minoan palaces, particularly Knossos, where an esti-
mated few tens of thousand people lived around the palace. Small settle-
ments of a few thousand began to grow around the Mycenaean palaces/
citadels, and were burnt and destroyed with them.

It should be noted that, in all these cases, while closely intertwined with
state evolution and consolidation, the rise of cities followed and was largely
‘secondary’ to that process; the cities evolved only after the petty-state level
had been transcended. In some other cases, however, city growth took place
with, and was central to, state formation from the petty-state level. In view
of its special features—including the military—and high historical profile,
this city-state variant of the petty-state merits a separate discussion.

WARFARE IN THE RISE AND FALL OF
CITY-STATES

Defence in the Formation of City-States

In its prime, the city-state variant of the petty-state—proverbially a
seat of urbanity and civil life—was often literate and therefore historical.
However, here as well, when one goes only a short way back from this
familiar and sometimes renowned prime to the city-state’s formative period,
historical reality almost immediately fades into appalling ignorance, only
somewhat alleviated by myth, tradition, and archaeology. Again, a compara-
tive study of this scant evidence, covering a multiplicity of cases, can be a
means of gaining extra insight. It reveals, for example, that city-states gener-
ally emerged around a chiefly/cultic centre, which in a self-reinforcing
process became the site of the local market and attracted tradesmen and
artisans, while serving as a point of refuge for a larger population.

Here, too, it used to be thought and is still widely held that some of these
chiefly centres were mainly religious and economic, evolving around a tem-
ple complex, whereas others were ‘secular’ and military, growing in the
shadow of a stronghold or castle. The principal example of the religious—
economic type is considered to be the Sumerian city-states, the world’s
earliest literate civilization together with Egypt (and slightly ahead of it).
Archaeologically, the Sumerian city-states are known to have evolved in the
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late fourth and early third millennia BC around the temple sites that had
grown during the earlier Ubaid period in the fertile alluvial river basins of
the lower Euphrates and Tigris, in today’s southern Iraq. The title of the
early kings, which survived into historical times, was en and, later, ensi, liter-
ally ‘priest who laid the foundation (of a temple)’, indicating their para-
mount religious role. The title changed to Iugal (literally ‘big man’) during
the Early Dynastic period (twenty-ninth to twenty-fourth centuries BC)
which is thought to have brought about intensified warfare, although ‘it
is probable that the inhabitants were not less pugnacious in earlier times,
of which little is known’.”” For example, the excavated village of Tell
es-Sawwan from about 6000—4500 BC was surrounded by a deep and wide
defensive ditch and fortified wall with elaborate defended gateways. At the
contemporary village of Choga Mami a similar elaborate gate fortification
protected the only excavated entrance to the village.” Moving later in time,
an excavated cylinder seal from the protohistoric Uruk period shows
bound captives and smitten enemies.” Indeed, precisely the somewhat acci-
dental nature of such discoveries brings me back to the inherent ambiguity
of the archaeological markers for warfare in pre- and proto-state societies.
The problem is difficult to overcome, but analogies can help.

The one with the most resounding moral is with the Maya of Yucatan, in
today’s southern Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, Belize, and El Salvador, the
city-state polities of which emerged from the third century AD around
earlier and growing ceremonial/cultic centres, in a village society that had
evolved from about 1500 BC. So far in this chapter I have barely dealt with
the earliest states in the Americas, because they generally lacked a developed
system of writing, and thus any sort of narrative history at all. They are called
by the names that the Spaniards or modern archaeologists gave their pre-
historic sites, because we do not even know their own self-designated
names. An exception is the Maya, whose hieroglyphic script was largely
deciphered from the 1950s. The decipherment marked a watershed in the
scholarly picture of the Maya. Before the Maya texts could be read, it had
been generally assumed that theirs had been a peacetul priestly society. The
archetypal idyllic-mythical image—which together with its opposite is
deeply embedded in our psyche—of happy peasant communities, willingly
offering their produce to the gods through the mediation of a priestly elite,
had enjoyed a free rein. All possible signs of warfare had been interpreted
otherwise. However, once the Maya texts could be read, a completely
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different picture emerged. High priesthood was indeed one of the major
roles of the Maya kings, who presided over, and were themselves tied by,
a strict ceremonial protocol and ritualistic activity—including human
sacrifice—all intended to safeguard the proper functioning of the world and
ensure the community’s well-being. At the same time, however, the Maya
kings were also the military leaders in endemic warfare that took place
among the various city-state polities. It was above all the records of their
alleged victories and glory in war that they chose to engrave on the temples
and monuments of the cities’ plaza centres. They were simultaneously secu-
lar, military, and religious leaders, and most scholars today hold that they had
been so since the pre-state period, when the Maya chiefdoms and temple/
civic centres had evolved.”

The evidence suggests that the same applies to every other chiefly cum
temple nascent polity in the Americas. At this stage, I look only at one more
example, Cahokia on the Mississippi, in today’s Illinois. Although being the
most advanced polity in temperate North America, it emerged in absolute
chronology 2,000 years after (and was possibly influenced by) the Meso-
american culture sphere. Growing from earlier chiefdoms and paramount
chiefdoms that had evolved in the region in the preceding centuries—vying
for, and replacing each other in, hegemonic rule—Cahokia emerged as a
nascent state from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries AD.®' As the
Mississippi culture had no time to evolve further before the arrival of the
Europeans, no later layers of civilization were built on its sites, which thus
uniquely preserve their nascent-state form. The centre of the Cahokia pol-
ity, around which a city of tens of thousands grew, was a large ceremonial
plaza and seat of the polity’s ruler. The site comprised huge earth mounds—
everywhere the first stage in the evolution of stone or brick pyramids—
upon which the shrines and altars were built. Excavations have revealed that
the plaza was surrounded by a log palisade. Enclosure walls could, of course,
serve many possible purposes, but the function of parapet walks on, and
tower-bastions in, the wall leaves little room for ambiguity. The bastions
were evenly erected every 20 metres, gates were elaborately protected, and,
last but not least, plenty of arrowheads have been found around the wall.*®
Cahokia’s seat of power was a defensive enclosure that was experiencing
attacks.

The Indus civilization in the Indian subcontinent offers another striking
case in point. One of the earliest and greatest civilizations anywhere,
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unearthed from total oblivion in the 1920s, it apparently evolved indigen-
ously from agricultural communities and towns of earlier millennia into the
large, sophisticated, and systematically planned cities of the second half of
the third millennium BC. As the Indus (Dravidian?) language and script have
not been deciphered, knowledge about this civilization, which transcends
the material finds, remains extremely vague. Craft and trade were obviously
dominant in the city polities, and the lack of any evidence for autocratic
dominance suggests a priestly/mercantile form of government. Some early
speculations about the Indus civilization’s possible pacifist nature have been
muted by the archaeological finds. The cities possessed fortified acropolises
and were surrounded by long and massive fortification walls with bastions
and fortified gates. Evidence of repeated destructions and conflagrations has
also been discovered in many sites. Earlier town fortifications, dating from
the fourth millennium BC, clearly show that armed conflict was an integral
factor in the evolution of the Indus civilization from its beginnings.”> The
Indus civilization and cities mysteriously collapsed around 1700 BC. It
remains unclear whether or not this had anything to do with the arrival into
the Indian subcontinent around that time of the Indo-European Aryan
pastoralists from the north-west. The war-like exploits of these new-
comers—riding war chariots, fighting the dark-complexioned natives, and
conquering their urban strongholds—are celebrated in the epic hymns of
India’s earliest known Sanskrit text, the Rigveda.

Thus, as already seen with respect to chiefdoms and rural petty-states, the
more general conclusion to be drawn from all this is that any sharp distinc-
tion between ‘religious/economic’ and ‘secular/military’ rule is belied both
by common sense and wherever sufficient empirical evidence is available.
Whenever real religious/economic political power—that is, command of
people and accumulated resources—is achieved, it is unlikely to remain
immune to usurpation by force from either inside or outside, nor, indeed,
likely to have been instituted in the first place without underpinning from
other sources of coercive power.®* Although avenues to political power dif-
fered, they were not that different in this fundamental respect, and, in any
case, they continuously came under a strong convergence effect, because, to
use the formal cliché: the medium of politics is power. As the cases we have
already reviewed demonstrate, this fundamental reality applies to the chiefly/
civic/cultic centres around which city-states emerged, notwithstanding the
considerable variation between them: they all incorporated mixed functions.
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Our knowledge of the growth of the Greek city-states, for example, from
the eighth century BC on, after the Dark Age that had followed the demise
of the Mycenaean polities, is sparse in the extreme. In most cases, however,
the city-states seem to have emerged around a defended enclosure—
sometimes the seat of a paramount chief—which served both as a refuge
stronghold for the population and their livestock and as the location of a
growing and increasingly centralized sacred site of shrines and temples;
indeed, the stronghold also defended the cultic centre.”” The word itself for
a city in Greek—polis—was derived from an Indo-European designation for
a fortified enclosure (Sanskrit pur, Lithuanian pilis),** around which the city-
state had grown and which in classical times was known because of its often
elevated location as Acropolis or Upper City. The Hittite Hattusa and the
other fortified centres of Anatolia, the Palatine and Capitoline Hills in Rome,
and the Gallic oppida are some instances of the same pattern of city growth
around a hilltop chiefly/royal seat cum cultic centre cum refuge stronghold.
Other designations for a city, such as the Slavic gorod and Germanic burgh,
carry the same meaning of a fortified enclosure, around which the future
city formed. As the pioneering historian Henri Pirenne sensed and students
of African urbanism suggest, the south-east African and Zulu Kraal of
herdsmen and peasants represented a similar sort of defended chiefly and

®” The same functions

religious enclosure and nascent commercial centre.
are also evident in the kibuga, the successive fortified hilltop enclosures that
served as royal capital of Buganda in east Africa.”® Archaic references to the
Sumerian city of Uruk regularly describe it as ‘Uruk-the-(sheep)-
enclosure’, which has continuously raised questions among translators, who
have found it difficult to see how this phrase could relate to the historic
city’s splendour. A recent translator is typical in noting: ‘I prefer to translate
the notion of a sage refuge for the weak as “Uruk-Haven”.”® However, the
literal meaning may very well have been the original one.

This brings us to the crux of the matter: centralized ceremonial/cultic/
civil centres, marketplaces, and artisan workshops would mean little in the
development of city-states were it not for the overarching imperatives of
defence. What are the grounds for this sweeping assertion? The striking
thing about city-states is the urban coalescence, nucleation, of much or even
most of its countryside population—the process that in effect created the
city-state. Some 80-90 per cent of the Sumerian city-states’ population are
estimated to have lived in the cities, and it was their movement there from
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the countryside in the late fourth and early third millennia BC that had made

these cities into what they were.”

To appreciate the significance of this
extraordinary data, it should be remembered that the economy of pre-
industrial societies was exactly the reverse—that is, 80—90 per cent of the
population consisted of food-producing farmers. Even when some city-
states became craft and long-distance trade centres that attracted workers
from the countryside, the majority of their population remained agri-
cultural. The urban population mostly consisted of peasants, who together
with their animals walked daily to work in their fields and farms.

Although knowledge about the Indus city-states is greatly inferior, the
same logic would appear to have prevailed there as well. Pre-colonial Africa
is perhaps the most instructive laboratory in terms of the recent historicity
of the evidence on the early city. Although they incorporated a large indus-
trial sector, ‘African cities and towns were basically agrarian. At least 70
percent of their male residents commuted regularly to outlying farms’.”
Although the Yoruba of western Nigeria were ‘undoubtedly the most urban
of all African peoples’ in the pre-colonial period, their large cities were
‘based upon farming rather than industrialization’. Historians of Africa gen-
erally assume that Africa was special in this, but in fact it was not. The reason
for the paradox of peasants’ urbanism was defensive coalescence. Historical
records of the Yoruba, which become fuller in the nineteenth century, with
the more permanent arrival of Europeans, tell of heavy raids by the
mounted Fulani herdsmen from the north as well as of endemic intercity
warfare. Archaeological evidence in the form of extensive city fortifications
stretches further back for centuries.”

It is increasingly clear that urbanization and, indeed, the formation of the
Greek polis itself during the Archaic period, about 750-500 BC, were a
protracted and gradual process.”” The urbanism percentage reached by the
Greek poleis by the classical period remains a deeply confused subject.”* As
usual, the best-documented case is Athens. According to Thucydides (2.14
and 2.16), most of the population of Attica had lived in the countryside
before they were evacuated into Athens at the beginning of the Pelopon-
nesian War (431 BC). Archaeological estimates support this.”” However,
although Athens is the best-documented Greek polis, it is also (together with
the second best-known polis—Sparta) the most unusual one. As Thucydides
writes (2.15), life in the countryside was the characteristic of the Athenians
more than of any other Greeks. For one crucial aspect of Athens” uniqueness
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was its gigantism: it possessed a vast territory in classical Greek terms,
encompassing as it did the whole region of Attica. This regional size of the
Athenian polis meant that it was in any case not possible for its peasant
population to live mostly in the city itself even had the peasants so desired
(which they did not), because this would have meant an impossible distance
from their fields. Most of them resided in the countryside (khora), in villages
and towns (komai), some of which were walled. On the other hand, as Attica
was a peninsular pocket with the only exposed land side, the north, largely
blocked by the city of Athens itself, Attica was virtually immune to threat,
except for the large-scale Persian and Spartan invasions of the fifth century.
The same circumstances did not apply to most Greek poleis, with a territory
that was small and exposed—marked regional variation admitted.

Unfortunately, knowledge about poleis other than Athens is greatly
inferior. One scrap of evidence relates to Plataea in Boeotia. Lying only
some 13 kilometres away from its arch-rival, Thebes, it was attacked by
surprise by the latter at the beginning of the Peloponnesian War. Con-
sequently, according to Thucydides (2.5), some Plataeans and some pro-
perty (kataskeue) were caught out in the fields (agroi). It seems clear from the
account that most of the peasant population of this typical-size polis lived
within the city, from which they walked to tend their fields, only a few
kilometres away. Indeed, if the majority of Plataea’s tiny, mostly peasant,
population of about 1,000 adult male citizens (and their families) did not
live in the ‘city’, what city was there that can fit Thucydides’ description of
Plataea as a walled urban residential place?’ In attempting to demonstrate
the centrality of the polis’s rural population, historian Victor Hanson cites
Brasidas’s surprise attack, during the Peloponnesian War, on the rural popu-
lation residing outside Amphipolis on the Thracian coast (Thucydides
4.102—4).” However, not only did Amphipolis lie on the margins of main-
land Greece; the city’s environs constituted a naturally protected ‘island’,
‘as the Strymon [River| flows around it on both sides’. Only Brasidas’s
capture of the bridge made possible his incursion. Indeed, from the fact that
Thucydides finds it necessary to mention specifically that part of the people
of Amphipolis lived dispersed in the countryside, one can infer that this was
not the norm in other poleis.

Another piece of evidence on the subject in the ancient sources (Xeno-
phon, Hellenica 5.2.6-8) relates to Mantinea in the Peloponnese, after the
city fell before Sparta and its allies in 385 BC. According to the peace terms
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imposed by Sparta, ‘the wall was torn down and Mantinea was divided into
four separate villages, just as the people had dwelt in ancient times’. Xeno-
phon writes that after the initial shock the landholders in fact found this
arrangement convenient, because they could now reside close to their farms.
All the same, once Mantinea regained its independence in 371 BC, urban
coalescence, the indispensable condition of self-defence by an independent
polis, was resumed (Hellenica 6.5.3-5).

The archaeological settlement surveys conducted in various areas of
Greece are the principal means for generating new and highly significant
information on the question of urbanism. The Kea survey has suggested that
at least 75 per cent of the population, if not more, lived in the urban settle-
ment. According to the southern Argolid survey close to 60 per cent of the
population in the mid-fourth century BC lived in ‘urban’ settlements,
whereas an estimated 36 per cent lived in villages and some 5 per cent lived
in farmsteads. The ongoing survey of Boeotia barely addresses the question
directly. But the authors cursorily estimate that about one-third of the
population of Boeotia lived in ‘cities’, and the percentage of the urban
population rises to about 40 per cent if the satellite ‘towns’ are added. As
already seen with respect to Attica, the seemingly paradoxical conclusion of
all this is that the smaller the poleis the more urban it tended to be.”

Why then did the peasants in these petty-polities coalesce in cities? All
the city glitter could not compensate for the crowded living conditions, bad
hygiene, high prevalence of epidemic disease, and hours-long walk to the
fields, which were the inseparable aspects of city life. The principal motive
was defence, as has been variably realized by scholars of various city-state
civilizations but hardly recognized in general. City-states were so decisively
and unusually urban not because of massive industrial and commercial
concentration, which—as a result of the realities of food production and
transportation in pre-industrial societies—existed only in a few high-profile,
especially maritime, historical cases; rather, city-states were so configured
because of the threat posed by the presence of other city-states only a few
kilometres away. It is this that accounts for the highly conspicuous but barely
noted fact that city-states nearly always appeared in a cluster of dozens and
even hundreds. There were some 1,200-1,500 Greek poleis, hundreds of
city-states in mediaeval northern Italy, 30-odd Mesopotamian city-states,
and 40-50 city-states in the pre-contact Valley of Mexico. Needless to repeat,
very few of the city-states in these systems possessed a highly specialized
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commercial economy. Fifth-century Athens was a far cry from the typical
polis,nor was Venice, Milan, Florence, or Genoa characteristic of the average
medieval Italian city-state. City-states emerged where large-scale territorial
unification did not take place early in political evolution; indeed, their
otherwise inexplicable massive urban nucleation occurred only because no
large-scale political unification had taken place. Space was divided between
small antagonistic political units, which meant both high threat levels from
close-by neighbours and the ability of peasants to find refuge by living in
the city while working outside it, only a few kilometres away. It is not
surprising that scholars have regularly encountered problems with the con-
cepts of ‘city’ and even ‘urbanism’ as applied to these often miniscule
‘town’-polities, which could be more adequately described as densely and
centrally nucleated petty-polities. Contrary to scholars’ assumptions, the
rural/urban residential split in the city-state did not overlap the agricultural/
commercial-cum-manufacturing occupational split.

Thus it was again in interaction and co-evolution within an inter-polity
system—rather than in isolation—that city-states emerged, including those
of the proverbially ‘pristine’, earliest civilization: Mesopotamia.” City-states
were the product of war. Indeed, where the defensive motive did not exist,
as in the unified and secure kingdom of Egypt, the peasants continued to
live in the countryside and around unwalled market towns, whereas large
cities were few and functioned as truly metropolitan administrative and
commercial centres.”

Riddles of Fortification

This brings us to the vexed question of early city fortifications, or their
elusiveness—the cause of considerable confusion. I have already discussed
the problem of fortifications with respect to horticultural tribal society,
where shifting cultivation versus sedentism, and resource spacing out versus
resource concentration, were some of the factors determining settlement
patterns and thus the presence of fortifications. Lack of fortifications in these
societies did not in itself mean the absence of warfare, as historically and
ethnographically known cases demonstrate, but as many archaeologists have
failed to realize. A somewhat similar problem manifests itself with respect to
early city fortifications, and nowhere is it more puzzling than in relation to
pre-Columbian America. The principal reason why, before the deciphering
of the Maya script, scholars used to believe in the pacific nature of these
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polities was the apparent absence of city walls around them and the initial
inconspicuousness of other sorts of fortifications. On the whole, cities
throughout pre-Columbian America seemed to have lacked circuit city
walls on a scale that even remotely resembled the familiar Old World pat-
tern, although the evidence not only from the Maya but also during Euro-
pean contact, most prominently in the case of central Mexico, clearly
showed that the local city-states were regularly at war with each other. This
apparent difference between the New and Old Worlds has remained a
puzzle.

In reality, however, there was little difference between the Old and New
Worlds, because the pattern everywhere was that city fortifications evolved
gradually in step with city evolution, with the familiar circuit stone walls
taking shape only after centuries of evolution. Our familiarity with later
developments in the Old World distorts perception of the evolutionary
course that had led to them. In the case of Sumer, for example, scholars tend
to associate closely the pre- and protohistorical emergence of cities during
the Uruk to Early Dynastic periods with the construction of circuit city
walls. However, in Sumer, too, the very large circumference of the enclosed
area indicates that the walls were erected only after substantial initial city
evolution had taken place. It should never be forgotten that several centuries
are a considerable time even in pre- and proto-history and around 3000 BC.
The renowned Uruk city walls, erected in the Early Dynastic period, are
9 kilometres long, encompassing an area of 400 hectares, with an estimated
population of 40,000 at the minimum.®" This had already been a highly
developed city by any standard.

In the Indus civilization, too, the massive city walls, encompassing large,
highly populated, and remarkably well-planned urban spaces, indicate a late
construction, after considerable formative urban development had already
taken place. In smaller sites, only the acropolis was fortified, whereas the
surrounding lower city remained unwalled,* strongly suggesting the initial
stages of development in all urban fortifications. Some 1,000 years later,
as urbanism gradually revived in Early Historic India along the Ganges
Valley from about 550 BC, a clear sequence of evolution is discernable from
towns and earthen, mud, and timber fortifications to regularly laid-out cities
surrounded by walls, some made of stone.®

In western Nigeria the excavated fortifications of the Yoruba cities reveal
several concentric lines, erected in step with the cities’ growth. All the same,
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Ife, Nigeria: the earliest, and expanding, fortified perimeter

even the Yoruban Ife’s earliest circuit fortifications, which have a circumfer-
ence of more than 5 kilometres, indicate the pre-existence of a large city by
the time of their construction. In Benin City the circuit fortifications,
consisting of a massive earthen bank and ditch, have a circumference of
11.6 kilometres. A trend from ditches and stockades to mud ramparts and

more solid walls is universally discernible.**

As to the Greek city-states, it would surprise most people to learn that
they had no circuit walls until the sixth century BC in Ionia and southern
Italy and until the fifth on mainland Greece, after centuries of city growth.”
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Athens, the largest Greek polis, was evacuated without resistance by its popu-
lation and burnt down by the Persians in 480 BC because it still had only the
Acropolis walls and possibly the beginnings of further fortifications
encompassing a larger public area around the centre.* It acquired its cele-
brated circuit walls only after the Persian War and despite Spartan objection
to the novelty. Only by the time of the Peloponnesian War had most Greek
city-states erected circuit walls, with the unwalled Sparta remaining as an
exception and reminder of earlier times. As late as the second half of the
fourth century BC, Aristotle, writing that ‘a citadel (or acropolis) is suitable to
oligarchies and monarchies; a level plain suits the character of democracy’,
still found it meaningful to discuss the question whether or not it was good
for a polis to have a fortification wall (Politics 7.11.5-12). The Italic city-
states of the same period followed a similar pattern.” For instance, excav-
ations show that Rome’s circuit stone wall was built only after the sacking of
the city in 390 or 387 BC by the Gauls, who would not have been able to
take the city if it had been fully fortified. Only particularly exposed stretches
of the city’s perimeter appear to have been protected by discontinuous
ditches and earthworks (ager). The Roman population took refuge in the
Capitoline Hill, where some sort of fortifications probably augmented the
natural stronghold.

Much the same applied to the mediaeval city-states that were beginning
to grow substantially in Italy, Germany, and Flanders from about the tenth
century AD, after the urban decline of the European Dark Age that had
followed the Germanic migrations. The city-states emerged around castles
or fortified monasteries/bishop seats that served as their point of refuge,
some of them relying on old Roman fortifications (castra). During the elev-
enth century a larger civil centre encompassing the market and main public
buildings was fortified around the original stronghold in many nascent cit-
ies. The residential suburb (faubourg, suburbium, portus) that continued to
grow as an adjunct to the fortified core was defended, if at all, only by
elementary timber and earthen fortifications. Full circuit walls began to be
built only towards the end of that century and mostly in the twelfth, after
some two centuries of city evolution.*

Finally, returning to pre-Columbian America, there, too, fortifications
evolved in step with city evolution, including the gradual emergence over
the centuries of circuit walls. Further excavations of the Maya sites have
brought to light a sequence that eluded earlier researchers. The most ancient
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finds, first regarded as drainage systems, are now firmly identified as formid-
able earth fortifications. In Los Naranjos, for example, ‘an earthwork system
composed of ditch and embankments, approximately 1300 m long,” stretch-
ing from a swamp to a lake, defended the approaches to the main site as early
as 800—400 BC, long before the state period. A second system, more than
double in length, was apparently erected around AD 400-550, during the
classic period. In the pre-classic site of Mirador, a2 600 metre long wall has
been discovered. In the massive site of Tikal, another earth and rubble
system, composed of a ditch, parapet, and gates, defended the approaches to
the site from the north, stretching from swamp to swamp for 9.5 kilometres.
It was built 4.5 kilometres away from Tikal’s Great Plaza and 4 hours” walk
from its nearest large neighbour Uaxactum. The system is believed to have
evolved from the early classic period and reached its zenith in the middle
and late classic periods. The Edzna ‘citadel’ was surrounded by a water-filled
moat even before the classic period. Becan is the first large-scale site pres-
ently known to have been completely surrounded by a ditch and parapet
from as early as the pre- or early classic period (AD 100-450). The ditch was
1.9 km in circumference with an average width of 16 m and depth of 5.3
m’. The parapet behind it was 5 metres high. Other fortified sites from
various periods of the classic have been identified, although many have not
yet been excavated.

By the late- and post-classic periods, circuit walls evolved around many
sites, particularly in the northern lowland. Although some of these fortified
sites were no more than central ceremonial/civic/refuge enclosures, others
encompassed a much wider urban centre. Mayapan was the latest and largest,
with a 9 kilometre long outer wall, encompassing 4.2 square kilometres, and
an inner (earlier?) wall around its ceremonial—civic centre. In Tulum and
Ichpaatun the walls were squarely laid out and made of stone. In some sites
stone walls were topped by timber stockades. Fortifications everywhere
relied extensively on the natural defences of heights, swamps, and sea. In the
post-classic Maya highland, steep slopes provided the basis for formidable
discontinuous defences at the approaches to urban sites.*

In central Mexico, the giant city-state Teotihuacan dominated the entire
region during the classic period, with its influence extending throughout
Mesoamerica. As the city reached its apogee, it had massive but no circuit
walls, some of which were 5 metres high and 3.5 metres wide at the base.
The stretches of the city’s circumference that were not defended by walls
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Maya fortifications: Tulum. The acropolis and perimeter walls

were protected by a maze of canals, flooded areas, and cactus vegetation, and
the sheer size of the building compounds within the city would have func-
tioned as ‘natural fortresses’.” In any event, during its heyday Teotihuacan
apparently had few serious rivals. Only after the time of the city’s destruc-
tion by an unknown agent about AD 650 was the system becoming far more
competitive, as a multiplicity of antagonistic city-states emerged in late- and
post-classic central Mexico. Some of the leading cities in this system had a
fortified acropolis, whereas others, such as Xochicalco and Cacaxtla, were
evolving circuit defensive systems, which usually relied on strong natural
defences. In Xochicalco, for example, the central hilltop religious—civic
enclosure was surrounded by a wall, whereas the larger perimeter of the hill
was defended by a discontinuous system of ramparts and ditches that closed
the gaps between steep slopes. Some cities possessed circuit walls at the time
the Spanish arrived, whereas in others—such as the Aztec capital Tenochtit-
lan, lying in the middle of a lake—a strong natural location was reinforced
by man-made constructions. Further south, in the Valley of Oaxaca from the
late pre-classic and during the classic (periods I to IIT; roughly first half of the
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Xochicalco: discontinuous terraces, ramparts, and moats augment the city’s natural
defences. Such layout was common enough in many early urban sites in the Old World
as well

first millennium AD), the prospering city of Monte Alban was defended by
kilometres-long, discontinuous, fortification walls that augmented the site’s
strong hilltop position. Hilltop stronghold refuge sites abounded in the Val-
ley.”! To conclude my discussion so far, it would appear that only the mis-
leading perspective of absolute chronology—where the relative one is far
more appropriate—creates the optical illusion that pre-Columbian America
was fundamentally different from the Old World.

All this, however, only makes the puzzle more general: if, as argued earlier,
the main motive for the coalescence of the countryside population and
nucleation of settlement that characterized the growth of city-states was
defence—in the Old World as well as in America—why were they not fully
surrounded by brick and stone circuit walls from the start? Indeed, what
defensive use was there in settlement aggregation in the absence of such
walls?

Underlying this puzzle are, again, the generally unfamiliar patterns of
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pre- and proto-state warfare, which stand in variance to our historically
shaped concepts of war. Pre- and proto-state warfare consisted mainly of
raids, carried out by war parties. Lives and property in scattered countryside
settlements were mostly at risk. By coalescing around a central stronghold
people not only could find refuge in time of emergency for life and some
valuable movable possessions—chiefly livestock—but also ceased to present
small, isolated, and highly vulnerable targets for raiders. As with herd ani-
mals, schools of fish, and flocks of birds, there was increased safety in num-
bers. On top of all defensive works, cities were protected by size. Substantial
settlements could not be quickly eliminated in a surprise night raid. Their
inhabitants would have constituted a considerable force and would have had
time to wake up and resist. Indeed, taking on a city meant direct fighting of
the most severe, sustained, and dangerous nature: from house to house, with
every building top potentially serving as a minor stronghold. This was
precisely the sort of fighting that ‘voluntary’ pre- and proto-state warriors
tended to avoid.

This is not mere speculation; the evidence from both Archaic Greece and
late pre-contact Mexico (and pre-colonial Africa) supports it. Warfare for
the Archaic Greek city-states meant raiding the countryside or, if the
enemy came out to defend his fields and orchards, a fierce but short face-
to-face encounter. The encounter ended either in the attackers’ withdrawal,
as seems to have happened in most cases, or, if it was the defenders who
withdrew, in a resumption of ravaging. Tellingly, the cities themselves
appear to have been rarely attacked. Experts on Greek warfare have recog-
nized that occupying another city-state by force was simply beyond the
capability of a seventh- or sixth-century BC polis. Generally, however,
this fact has been ascribed to rudimentary siege-craft before the late fifth
century BC and to the short staying power of the citizen militia, both factors
being valid for most of the fifth century. Curiously, however, the fact that
the poleis of the Archaic period still had no circuit walls has somehow not
sunk in.”

Why then were the cities so rarely conquered? The phalanx hoplite
warriors are justly celebrated for their unique bravery in accepting and
withstanding face-to-face encounters. However, they regularly did so on a
level plain and equal terms, while avoiding attack on enemy forces that held
superior positions, for example on elevated ground. Evidently, they recoiled
even more from unequal out-and-out urban street fighting. It should be
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noted that, even after the crushing Theban victory of Leuctra in 371 BC,in a
period in which sieges had already become more common, the Thebans and
their allies, having invaded the Peloponnese and Laconia, recoiled on two
different occasions from an attack on the still unwalled Sparta for precisely
these reasons (Xenophon, Hellenica 6.5.27-31,7.5.11-14.) Thus, although
early Greek ‘campaigns’ were brief—often lasting no more than a single day
or a few days—conflicts were inherently indecisive and protracted. It was
people’s desire for self-preservation, as well as the absence of coercive central
command and organizational stamina in the early city-state, that accounted
for this type of warfare, so unfamiliar to the modern mind. The notions of
‘ritualized” warfare and customary restraint, routinely evoked by scholars to
explain the puzzle of Archaic Greece, Mesoamerica, or, as already seen, any
pre-state society, have little foundation in reality; there was very little
restraint and much viciousness and cruelty in early Greek and Mesoamerican
inter-city-state warfare.”

Indeed, among the Maya, too, aristocratic-led raids (and aristocratic single
combats) were the principal form of warfare, making it inherently indecisive
and protracted for most of Mayan history.” And despite the reputed
viciousness of Aztec warfare, ‘lowery wars’—a continuation of the ‘ritual-
ized battle’—remained dominant in it. Large-scale Aztec ravaging raids were
the principal means for achieving enemy compliance. Weaker victims gave
in to the pressure, and, as the Aztec hegemonic empire and armies grew,
their enemies’ cities and central cultic/civic strongholds became more
vulnerable to storming or to the threat of it. All the same, scholars have only
recently begun to come to terms with the highly conspicuous fact that,
despite some 70 years of rivalry, the Aztecs never managed actually to
conquer the city of their implacable arch-rival, Tlaxcalla, and its allies in the
Valley of Puebla, which were protected by natural defences, supplemented
by border fortifications and refuge strongholds, and yet possessed no circuit
city walls.” Nor, for that matter, did Sparta ever manage to conquer its own
main protagonist since the Archaic period, Argos. Among the Yoruba of
western Nigeria, as well, intercity warfare mostly consisted of raids and
skirmishes.”

In the exceptional case of the worse coming to the worst and the enemy
forcing its way into the early city, the population would withdraw to the
central ceremonial/civic stronghold. If this was a hilltop enclosure (or a
small peninsula), its natural defences could be augmented by the simplest
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forms of fortifications, such as ditches and earth-and-timber ramparts,
which everywhere served as the most readily available and most easily
handled materials. Brick and stone construction became more widespread
only later, or in environments where stone or clay mud was plentiful
whereas wood and even earth were scarce. Even in those regions, such as
Mesopotamia and, to a lesser degree, the Maya lowland, where a flatter
topography dictated that the ceremonial/civic centres would not possess the
natural protection of commanding height, they still served as refuge strong-
holds, as the Mesoamerican evidence at any rate extensively shows. The
monumental buildings themselves constituted the last line of defence, and
they were further surrounded and connected by permanent or hastily
improvised ditches and ramparts. In the prehistoric Andean civilizations of
South America, too, the widespread prevalence of hilltop refuge strongholds
and citadels in the mountain polities and of fortified urban ceremonial/civic
centres in the coastal plain tell the same story.” Indeed, it was the capturing
and destruction by fire of the city-state’s refuge/cultic stronghold that
everywhere—in both the Old and the New Worlds—signified supreme
victory, not only symbolically, as some scholars have held, but also practic-
ally, for it was the main and last point of resistance for the city’s population.

Moche fighting scene. Moche polities flourished in northern Peru in AD 100-800

All in all, a sequence in the evolution of city fortifications is discernible
more or less worldwide (Japan is another instructive example): there is
evolution from earth, rubble, and timber construction, through ‘intermedi-
ate forms’ such as the morus gallicus of the oppida which added stone facing,
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to brick and stone, and finally to pure stone; in parallel, there was evolution
from defended central enclosures, often through somewhat larger fortified
civic centres, to full circuit walls.”

What then were the factors that fuelled this evolutionary sequence and
brought the familiar brick-and-stone circuit city walls into being? Again a
broad interrelated process was at work, tied up with the consolidation of
mass urban society/polity. The larger and more organized and resource rich
the city-states had grown to be and the more capable they had become of
long-term, sustained military effort in enemy territory (which in Greece, for
example, happened only in the fifth century BC), the more they were capable
of undertaking attacks on cities, deploying siege engines, and indeed of
holding the cities after they had been occupied. At the same time, however,
the very same developments that had enhanced offensive capability and
threat had also increased defensive capability. Capability and necessity grew
together. To give just one instance, money payment to recruits for protracted
campaigning away from home—a crucial offensive upgrade—was intro-
duced in Greece, Rome, and the medieval Italian city-states alike at roughly
the same time that circuit city walls were erected. Taxes to pay for both were
more or less simultaneously imposed.” Kilometres-long, circuit, brick-and-
stone city walls now made their appearance where only ditches and earth-
and-wood palisades around villages and refuge strongholds, or stone citadels
at most, had existed. This was a massive construction, necessitating both
investment and political co-ordination. A growth in state power, integrating
earlier, loose agricultural cum nascent urban kin—tribal society, was recipro-
cally both a cause and a result of all these interrelated processes.'”

In the Sumerian epic tradition, the erection of Uruk’s circuit city walls
was assoclated with the reign of a more powerful king, Gilgamesh (some
time between 2700 and 2500 BC), whose power grew as a result of his
resistance to the hegemonic rule of another powerful city-state king, Agga
of Kish.""! The growth in offensive, defensive, and political power was inter-
twined and self-reinforcing. In western Africa ‘the first set of walls in Kano
were begun by Sarki (king) Gijinmasu (ca. 1095-1134) and completed by
his son. . . . In about 1440 Eware the Great, ruler of the Benin kingdom,
constructed high walls and deep protective trenches around Benin city’.'"
Among the Maya, more elaborate defences, including stone circuit walls,
evolved together with the growth of larger, regional city-state polities,
mercenary service, more systematic state warfare, and wars of conquest.'” In
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both Ionia (Anatolian coast) and Magna Graecia (southern Italy), the
advanced peripheries of the Greek world, city fortifications came in the
sixth century BC with the new autocratic power of the tyrants and the threat
of great powers’ professional armies: the Lydian and Persian in the east and
the Carthaginian in the west.'”

The rise in state power did not, however, always and necessarily take
autocratic form. By the time Athens acquired its circuit walls, the work of a
tyrant, Peisistratus, had been followed by a democratic reformer, Cleisthenes,
who substituted a territorial political organization for the earlier kin-based
structure of the Athenian polity. Similarly, although archaeology does not
support Roman traditions that the city’s walls were erected by King Servius
Tullius in the mid-sixth century BC, it is interesting to note that it was to the
same king that the reorganization of the Roman state from kin to territorial
basis, as well as the institution of the legion army, were ascribed. Probably, as
scholars tend to believe, a series of political and military reforms over two
centuries of Roman state formation during the monarchy and early repub-
lic were compressed by later Roman traditions and ascribed to the proto-
historical king, who may have launched the initial steps.'” In the medieval
communes, the expulsion of the local archbishop/prince and the establish-
ment of the commune as an organized self-governing civic community
coincided with the erection of circuit walls in the twelfth century.

The Rise of City-States: From Aristocratic Warriors to a Citizen Militia

City-states evolved in a stratified rural society dominated by chiefly and
big men’s armed retinues. Their rise was therefore inextricably tied up with
a successful struggle against aristocratic warrior power. This has been fairly
well recognized in the study of specific historical instances but has never
been conceived in general terms. Aristocratic retinues’ power was strongly
associated with the horse in historically familiar cases of city-states’ emer-
gence. However, the sample is biased, because practically all the historically
familiar cases are those of societies into which the horse had already been
introduced. The costly horse undoubtedly reinforced the fighting power of
the wealthy elite, but it would be interesting to know whether a struggle
between city folk and big men’s retinues had also marked the rise of city-
states in pre-horse or horse-less cultures, such as early Mesopotamia and
Mesoamerica. Evidence, however, is close to non-existent, and I mention

the little there is later. I therefore start with the emergent city-states of
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Archaic Greece, the first case with outlines that are vaguely recognizable,
even though its details, too, are lost in protohistory.

Late Dark Age Greek warfare, during the ninth and eighth centuries BC,
was dominated by the aristocratic heads of the big house estates (oikoi) and
their retinues, who dominated society at large. These aristocrats rode horses;
bigger horses and horseback riding had been introduced into the civiliza-
tions of the eastern Mediterranean at that time. However, principally
because of Greece’s rugged landscape, the mounted warriors mainly used
their horses for transportation and ‘strategic’ mobility, and usually dis-
mounted to fight on foot.'” Peasants were no match for these aristocratic
warriors and their retinues, who coerced them into subservience at home
and preyed upon them outside. Either in their private feuds or when leading
the local hosts in more general conflicts, the aristocratic warriors sometimes
fought each other in the ‘heroic’ fashion described by Homer, which
occasionally consisted of single battles and in which the throwing-spear was
the principal weapon.

Scholars have pointed out that infantry hosts and mass infantry battles are
prominent in the Iliad, and thus must have been a familiar feature of
Homer’s time in the late Dark Age. Some have even gone further in arguing
controversially that these scenes in effect show that there were phalanx-like
mass infantry armies during that period, no different in fact from those of
later times.'"” This latter argument would, however, appear to misinterpret
the social context and military realities of the time. An infantry host in itself
does not yet make for an effective phalanx, when either operating in an
open and undisciplined array or adopting a crude ‘shield wall’ formation, as
later north European ‘barbarian’ societies are often reported to have done.
Furthermore, whether the Dark Age infantry hosts consisted of aristocratic
retinues or local peasant militia, or both, an analogy with early medieval
European societies suggests that these forces were largely subservient to the
aristocratic warriors, and often played a secondary role to them. However,
from the seventh century BC a dramatic change was taking place. As both

pictorial representations and literary fragments show,'”

the phalanx, a mass
formation of citizen farmer and artisan foot soldiers in dense order, was
making its appearance in the nascent Greek city-states, taking over from the
mounted aristocrats and their retinues, and henceforth dominating Greek
warfare. Only in the flat and politically backward Thessaly, where the polis

did not take root, did an equestrian feudal aristocracy retain social and
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The earliest known depiction of a Greek phalanx. Late seventh century BC
Corinthian vase

military supremacy on the old model down to the classical era. This close
interconnection between the ‘hoplite revolution’ and the rise of the polis,
and the popular aspect of these developments, have been emphasized by
scholars.

There is far less information about the early Greek mounted aristocratic
warriors than about the later Greek city-states’ infantry mass armies,
whereas the opposite is true with respect to medieval European history. In
both societies, however, the process that took place was in many ways
remarkably parallel. The more stratified the Dark Age European societies of
the post-migrations period became, the more they were dominated by
the local aristocratic elite and their armed retinues. From the eighth century
AD in western and central Europe, this aristocratic elite was increasingly
equestrian and more formally in charge. Its military dominance in a rural
European society, in which state power was weak and often close to non-
existent, went on for centuries until European society itself was transformed
by several interrelated processes. One of these processes was the emergence
of cities and city-states. Wherever they emerged, nascent city-states—or
communes, as they were called—strove to shake off the local nobility’s
dominance, and everywhere their instrument for doing so was their citizen,
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predominantly infantry mass armies of artisans and farmers, organized by
regions, boroughs, and guilds.

All in all, the city-states’ success was overwhelming, with an unmistakable
pattern revealing itself throughout Europe. In northern Italy the armies of
each of the emerging city-state polities—even though they acted separately
and were rivals to each other—everywhere managed to drive away the local
nobles and take over their strongholds, in the city and then in the country-
side. Subsequently, the combined city-states’ citizen armies of the Lombard
League, headed by Milan, won victory over feudal power in the form of
the German Emperor Frederick Barbarossa’s army in Legnano (1176). In
Flanders the citizen armies of each of the communes—again acting
separately from each other—achieved a similarly uniform string of suc-
cesses against local aristocratic power in their respective surrounding
territories. Furthermore, in the Battle of Courtrai (1302), the civic infantry
militias of the allied communes, deployed in a dense, eight-deep formation,
soundly defeated the King of France’s knightly army. In the following
decades, in what was to become Switzerland, the peasant communities of
three mountain and forest cantons defeated the German nobility’s attempt
to subjugate them, an achievement that was, of course, facilitated by the
nature of the landscape. The mountain people then allied with the city-
states of the plain, and the Swiss mass infantry armies, fighting in dense
formation, destroyed every knightly force that took the open field against
them. In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries these armies would
go on to become the supreme infantry and terror of the European
battlefields."”

To be sure, there were very substantial differences between the city-state
polities in the various periods, regions, and cultures described, differences

Milanese communal troops returning after the Lombard League’s victory at Legnano
(1176) over Emperor Frederick Barbarossa
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that are more fully explicated as discussion unfolds. One such significant
difference lay in the fact that the European mediaeval communes emerged
within a political environment already dominated by large, albeit seg-
mentary and weak, feudal states, rather than in a non-state environment, as
most of the other city-state systems described here are. The feudal state
is discussed in Chapter 11. For the moment, however, it should be noted
that, although the weakness of central power was an indispensable con-
dition for the growth of city-states in feudal Europe, the existence of
that power nevertheless variably limited the degree of autonomy that the
communes were able to achieve, particularly where central state power was
relatively stronger—for example, in Flanders (France) and Germany, as
against Italy.'"” The existence of state power also affected the pattern of
the communes’ growth. It explains the widely noted phenomenon that,
unlike other city-state systems, the medieval communes expanded politic-
ally from the city nucleus out. Although constantly absorbing people from
the countryside as they grew, they extended their rule over that countryside
and its peasant population (contado) only as their power increased. Thus,
the artisan guilds and boroughs played a more dominant political and
military role in them, although both demography and the sturdiness of
the peasant soldier dictated that the peasant element would be at least partly
co-opted.

All these differences notwithstanding, mass citizen infantry armies—
often highly effective—were closely associated with the rise of city-states.
As already mentioned, we lack evidence about warfare patterns in pre- and
proto-state Mesopotamia. However, with respect to the state period itself
the excavation of the Vulture Stele, commemorating a war between Lagash
and Umma (about 2450 BC), has revealed to astonished modern scholars the
familiar ranks and files of a six-deep phalanx-like dense formation, with
locked shields and levelled spears, previously identified with the Greek poleis
of almost 2,000 years later. Indeed, rather than being uniquely Greek, the
close-order and close-quarter infantry formation has been independently
invented several times over, most notably by city-states. The early Moslem
armies from Arabia are a striking case in point, quite in contrast to their
popular image. Although later-day Moslem armies are associated with the
prestigious horse, in fact the Moslems adopted it only after they had con-
quered the Middle East and north Africa. In arid Arabia cavalry forces were
impractical. It was the solid infantry forces raised from the townsfolk of
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The Stele of Vultures, c. 2450 BC. The king of Lagash leads a phalanx-like formation.
The spears, held with both hands and protruding from the front line, indicate a
six-file formation

Mecca, Medina, and the other caravan city-states of south-west Arabia that
constituted the backbone of early Islamic armies. Allied tribesmen provided
light forces, but only in the north did they ride horses. The camel was the
main riding animal, which provided strategic mobility over long distances
and from which the riders dismounted to fight on foot. In both of the
decisive battles of Yarmuk in Trans-Jordan (AD 636) and al-Qadisiyya in
Iraq (AD 637), against the armies of the Byzantine and Persian empires
respectively, the invading Moslems took up strong defensive positions,
where their tightly packed spearmen and shield wall repulsed and ultimately
routed their enemies’ cavalry charges.'"

Returning to more widely familiar examples, in both the south and north
of medieval Europe, in Italy and Flanders, the communes’ citizen infantry
armies wore at least some protective armour and wielded spears, pikes,
and crossbows. Independently of either, the most formidable medieval
phalanx-like formation, the dense and deep Swiss infantry hedgehogs,
consisted of pike-men and halberdiers in close order. Finally and remark-
ably, the Yoruba of western Nigeria were experiencing a similar process.
After the introduction of the horse into western Africa in the sixteenth
century, mounted chiefly retinues constituted the backbone of Old Oyo’s
imperial armed forces. However, by the late eighteenth century the empire
had disintegrated, and the newly independent city-states waged their wars,
and defeated the Fulani horseman pastoralists, by means of their infantry
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Ghent’s communal army c. 1346

militias. These employed both long swords and bows, until firearms became
increasingly widespread towards the middle of the nineteenth century.'”
‘What was it then that accounts for this almost universal phenomenon, start-
ing with the preponderance everywhere of the city-states’ militias over the
local aristocratic, often mounted, warriors and their armed retinues, which
had earlier dominated warfare?

The relative strength of the infantryman and horseman vis-a-vis each
other is accorded a special comparative treatment in Chapter 11. At the
moment, however, some technology-based explanations for the question at
hand must be rejected as being of secondary significance at most. It has been
suggested, for example, mostly by non-specialists, that it was the much
cheaper and more widely available weapons of the Iron Age during the first
millennium BC—as opposed to the earlier expensive bronze armament that
had been confined to the elite—that broke aristocratic military dominance
by making possible the armoured infantry armies of the Archaic polis.'" It
should be noted, however, that the bulk of the Greek hoplite’s equipment
during the Archaic and classical periods—his helmet, armour corslet,
greaves, and the metallic parts of his shield—were still made from the easily
cast bronze. Iron was mainly used for swords and spearheads. Thus the suit of
armour remained as expensive as before. Indeed, the hoplite army, although
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The Battle of Morat (1476), where the Swiss pikemen defeated the peak knightly
army of Charles the Bold, duke of Flanders

being far more popular in composition than the earlier aristocratic retinues,
still consisted only of the polis’s propertied farmers and artisans—estimated
at about a third to a half of its able-bodied adult male population (closer to
the larger estimate, in my opinion)—who could afford the armour suit.
Furthermore, the heavy defensive equipment was mainly important for the

close infantry battle between two opposing infantry formations, rather than
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The earliest surviving hoplite bronze corslet and helmet, found in an eighth century BC
warrior grave at Argos

for the defeat of horsemen. For the latter job a solid formation of infantry,
armed with no more metal than that found in the tip of their spears, was all
that was necessary. Both the famous Macedonian phalanx and its later-day
Swiss counterpart wore no metal armour at all. Indeed, in classical Greece,
too, from the late fifth century BC, the heavy and expensive bronze body
armour was widely given up by hoplites in favour of handier hardened linen
or skin-protective closing. Metal armour was not essential to the concept of
the phalanx.

Scholarly treatment of the same question with regard to the European
Middle Ages has been conducted with little comparison to antiquity, both
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because it involved a separate field of historical expertise and because it has
been widely assumed that improved cavalry equipment—the successive
introduction of the saddle, horseshoe, and, above all, stirrups—made horse-
back fighting in the Middle Ages far more effective than it had been in
early antiquity. The stirrups have been credited with the preponderance of
knightly equestrianism in Europe from the eighth century AD. Yet, as we
have already seen, by the late Middle Ages (and before the advent of
field firearms, which in the popular mind are associated with the demise of
the mounted knight) this highly equipped horseman elite was being regu-
larly and soundly defeated not only by new weapons, such as the English
longbow, but also by the revived dense infantry formation, which in some
cases, most notably the Swiss, was armed with the most elementary of
weapons. The crux of the matter, then, was to place a dense and cohesive
mass infantry formation on the field. What should have made this seemingly
simple measure such a difficult undertaking? The answer had much more to
do with social make-up and political evolution than with any technological
factor.

As we saw in Chapter 9, ‘egalitarian’ tribal societies—where self- and
kin-reliance, often violent, was the underlying reality—were generally con-
ducive to the cultivation of a warrior spirit. However, these societies lacked a
coercive central authority that would mobilize and organize the tribal man-
power for mass organized warfare. As more intensive agriculture and a more
stratified society evolved, chiefly and big men’s retinues predominated, even
though they were relatively small, because they were the only organized
forces within society and could be checked only by other such forces. In
consequence, their dominance tended to grow in a snowball process, mak-
ing society increasingly more stratified. The progressively subservient popu-
lace offered no effective resistance to this process, because, being widely
scattered throughout the countryside in their farms and hamlets, they found
effective communication and co-operation difficult to achieve and were
individually vulnerable to aggression. It was these ‘objective conditions’
above all that dictated that rural society everywhere was subjugated by
armed elites, and indeed, explain how the many could be so harshly
exploited by the few. Correspondingly, the local militias were increasingly
falling in significance. In part, the elite regarded them as potentially danger-
ous. More importantly, subjugated and desolate peasants, who had no
stake in social and political affairs and little interest in the fruits of fighting,
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universally made poor warriors. And the more subservient they had become,
the more ‘useless’ they proved to be on the battlefield, even when their hosts
were called up to augment the aristocratic warriors and their retinues.

The emergence of the city-state was, however, bound up with a drastic
reversal in the power of its populace, which is somewhat captured by the
medieval proverb that ‘city air makes man free’. There was power—and
decreased vulnerability—in mass, and urban aggregation made communica-
tion and political organization easy and effective. Scholars of ancient Greece
maintain that the polis revolution consisted in the creation of a ‘citizen-state’

even more than of a city-state;'"

the two developments were, however,
obviously connected. Again, all this was a process rather than an event, in
which aristocratic retinues’ power was rolled back, serfdom and other trad-
itional forms of bondage were replaced by the obligations of tax payment
and military service, autonomous city institutions were built up, urban
concentration gathered momentum, and farmers and artisans grew more
self~confident, increased their stake in communal affairs, and were habitu-
ated to running their own affairs. In consequence, city-state societies gave
rise to the hitherto unique combination of a mass army of free citizens
which was at the same time politically organized and therefore subject to at
least the rudiments of central mobilization, control, and command.

Very short distances between polities, tiny territories, and brief campaigns
also facilitated unprecedented levels of manpower mobilization.'” In con-
trast to pre-state tribal/chiefly/stratified segmentary societies or to other
sorts of polities, collective co-operation for protecting the closely lying
mosaic of fields, orchards, and pastures—all in the immediate vicinity of the
city—was more evidently a self-interest and could be maintained in the
intimate city-state community by collective sanction that strongly discour-
aged ‘free riding’ and passive forms of ‘defection’. As an enemy host was
observed crossing into the city-state’s territory, the city men could be called
upon to take arms in very short order—with the watchful eyes of neigh-
bours and political and military officials ensuring that individuals did not lag
behind—and march out to confront the enemy and stop their ravaging.

At its best, this was a winning combination, as the classical Greeks were
well aware. They attributed their victories over the Persian Empire to the
fact that they were free men, fighting in their own collective interests,
whereas the conscripted subjects of the Persian Empire were ‘slaves’, who
could be brought to the battlefield but barely made to risk their lives in a
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serious, direct clash of arms. Indeed, the short distances between the rival
city-states, their manpower concentration, more inclusive sociopolitical
organization, and intensified agricultural investment in, and dependence
upon, fields and orchards (as opposed to an earlier more pastoral—shifting-
agriculture—foraging economy) meant that pre-state stealth tactics, which
had taken place in a wild, sparsely populated and sparsely cultivated land-
scape, underwent transformation. Face-to-face collective encounters in
defence of immovable agricultural property, the fruit-bearing trees and crops
upon which people’s livelihood depended, rose in significance.''®

As the stakes of battle grew and the indecisive encounter from a distance
gave way to closer and more risky clashes of arms, the warriors in each army
drew closer together, seeking increasing shock effect and mutual protection
in the simple dense formation, known as a phalanx or any other name.
Shock weapons—the thrusting-spear, sword, or halberd—grew to dominate
the increasingly close-order, close-quarters battle, largely replacing the mis-
sile weapons of the earlier stand-off battle, such as the throwing-spear and
the bow. (Archery was in any case an art that could be cultivated only in a
life in nature and was generally beyond the reach of city folk, at least until
the introduction of the simple-to-operate crossbow.) The historically
familiar, hazardous, face-to-face, close-in battle thus gained its status as the
climactic and defining event of warfare. Classical historian Victor Hanson
has admirably described much of this process in relation to the growth of
the Greek polis.'” Why the close-in infantry battle would become more
characteristically associated with European, or ‘western’ warfare, as Hanson
claims it did, is examined in Chapter 11. However, as the Sumerian phalanx,
the early Moslem armies, and the Yoruba infantry militias indicate, the
process had wide applicability among city-states.

It is time to make clear that reference to the ‘popular’, ‘inclusive’,
‘communal’, and ‘self~governing’ nature of the city-state and its civic militia
does not imply democratic government. Fifth- and fourth-century BC
democratic Athens, which in the popular image exemplifies the Greek polis,
was in fact pretty much the exception. Nor were city-states—Athens
included—socially and economically egalitarian. The popular, inclusive, and
communal features that were integral in the making of city-states typically
found expression less in democracy than in one of two regimes: the popular
autocracy and the aristocratic—popular mixed polity or republic.

A single ruler and city folk were often allied in the struggle to curb
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aristocratic dominance, especially but not only during the city-state’s forma-
tive period. Historical evidence regarding the early Sumerian city-states is
very slim indeed. However, scholars deem to find in the epics of Gilgamesh,
early king of Uruk, traces of that city’s formative social institutions. Two
features of these institutions have drawn attention: kingly power seems to
have grown in the Early Dynastic period in comparison to that of the earlier
ruler—priest en; but so also had the power of the popular assembly, causing
scholars, who are accustomed to the later despotic regimes of the ancient
Near East, to refer to the ‘democratic’ traits of the early Sumerian city-states.
The epic tradition seems to reveal a relationship between these processes.
When the king’s proposal to go to war is opposed by the aristocratic Coun-
cil of Elders, he brings it before and gets it approved by the popular assembly
of the city’s young men, in effect the city-state’s warrior militia.'"®

The evidence with respect to the early Greek poleis is somewhat better.
The rise of the polis in the seventh and sixth centuries BC coincided with
Greece’s first era of tyrants—or autocratic rulers, to differentiate them from
the earlier basilei or chiefly leaders of more limited authority. These tyrants
were abhorred by the aristocracy, above which they rose to rule, but in many
cases apparently enjoyed popular support. Indeed, this was the same period
in which the more popularly based phalanx formation appeared and took
over from the aristocratic mounted warriors. Some evidence suggests that
the advent of the phalanx may be directly linked with the seizure of power
from the seventh century by tyrants such as Cypselus of Corinth, Orthagoras
and Cleisthenes of Sicyon, and, perhaps more securely, Pheidon of Argos, a
king who according to Aristotle (Politics 5.10.5—6) transgressed the tradi-
tional power limitations of the basileus in search of more autocratic authority.
In Athens of the early sixth century BC, on the brink of a civil war between
the aristocracy and the people, property—military classes, the basis of the
phalanx army, were introduced in place of pure aristocratic rule by Solon.
Solon was offered and declined tyranny, but, as already mentioned, his work
was continued by the tyrant Peisistratus and the democratic reformer
Cleisthenes. As scholars have widely noted, all these processes appear to have
been closely interrelated: growing popular power associated with the rise of
the polis combined with a successful leader in a common front against the
aristocracy.'"”

In Rome, King Servius Tullius seems to have represented a similar shift in
the status and power of the reges. He is said to have inextricably undermined
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the political kin basis of the powerful aristocratic clans, created the citizen
phalanx army of the legion, and established the citizen hoplite assembly, the
comitia centuriata, as the principal institution of the Roman state.'” At the
very same time, the second half of the sixth century BC, the Magonid kings
of Carthage (and the failed Malchus, if he existed) apparently relied on the
army and popular support to increase monarchic autocracy at the expense of
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the oligarchy.*" Much the same process took place in both medieval Italy
and Flanders. While rising commune power drove out the local nobility, the
wealthiest merchant families themselves were becoming a patrician aris-
tocracy that dominated communal politics. They constantly vied among
themselves for power and prestige in struggles that frequently became
violent and resulted in an almost endemic civil war between their armed
retinues. In reaction, the city populace and citizen militia took steps to
tighten state control over the great families. Furthermore, in Italy in particu-
lar, they increasingly instituted a popularly based rule by a capitano populi or
podesta, to curb aristocratic power, turning the commune into a signoria.'*

Autocratic rule was prone to ‘excesses’ and, in many early city-states, the
aristocracy succeeded in abolishing it. However, wherever aristocratic power
remained dominant in emergent city-state polities, it was necessary to estab-
lish some sort of a concord with the populace and form an inclusive type
polity. This in effect is what Aristotle termed politeia and the Romans
res publica. Not only, as already mentioned, were the people’s concentrated
masses a strong force that could not be ignored domestically; once popularly
based mass infantry armies emerged in other, neighbouring city-states, an
aristocratic-led petty-polity could hardly survive interstate conflict unless it
was able to reach out and in some form or another co-opt its own populace
into military service and, inevitably, into political society as well. City-state
formation was thus again a self-reinforcing and expanding—*contagious’—
process, in which intra- and inter-polity forces interacted. It can be assumed,
for example, that in Archaic Greece the decline of the aristocratic warrior
retinues was affected not only through separate domestic development in
each emerging polis, but also through the external military pressure of more
popularly based hoplite phalanxes, already established in some core area and
generating an expanding, ripple wave of emulation.'> This core area appears
to have been located around Argos and Corinth in the eastern Peloponnese,
as possibly indicated by the fact that the Argive shield and Corinthian
helmet were the defining items of the hoplite panoply.
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The unrivalled and somewhat better documented model of this sort of
development was early Rome. The citizen militia phalanx formation, intro-
duced into Italy by the Greek city-state colonies, spread rapidly. It was
adopted by the evolving Etruscan city-states, where it replaced the chariotand
mounted warfare of the aristocratic warrior retinues that had prevailed in the
region since the Iron Age Villa Nova culture. There are indications, however,
that Etruscan society remained highly stratified, and that the phalanx forma-
tion was adopted by the aristocratic retinues rather than becoming the basis of
atrue citizen mass army.' > Ifindeed this was the case, it can help to explain the
Etruscan military decline. In contrast, Rome under Servius Tullius fully
embraced the civil-military reform made necessary by phalanx warfare. And
when the reges were driven out of Rome in 510 BC, the aristocracy was able
to hold on to power only by reaching a long series of compromises with the
populus, a process that established Rome as a mixed aristocratic—popular
republic. Even more than direct confrontation, the populus’s principal weapon
in this struggle was simple: it refused to enlist for war in the phalanx-legion
army, leaving the ruling patrician clans no choice but to concede.

The evidence regarding Mesoamerica is misty in the extreme. However, if
it is true, as scholars believe, that aristocratic war bands remained paramount
in Maya city-states’ warfare whereas the post-classic city-state polities of
central Mexico developed a broader, more popularly based military organ-
ization, this may explain the evidence for a Toltec take-over of the northern
lowland Maya polities from around AD 1000, and possibly also a central
Mexican role in the mysterious collapse of the classical Maya in the ninth
century.'” The Yoruba of western Nigeria during the nineteenth century
offer additional, remarkable evidence of mixed-polity formation in relation
to the rise of civic militias, evidence that recalls historically familiar early
city-states from antiquity. According to a British officer’s report (1861):

... 1n order to obtain the voice of the people the chief who is selected to
that position by popular voice from his warlike capacity . . . assembles the
‘Obonis’ or Elders and states the case . . . they then retire and having deliber-
ated return to give him the decision at which they have arrived. . . .

Under such a form of government there does not exist a standing army. The
question of war is generally decided in public in what is called an ‘Oio’ or an
extraordinary meeting held in the open air for the purpose of obtaining an
expression of public opinion and passing certain edicts in conformity with
that opinion. . . .
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With the exception of . . . few armed retainers the remainder of the Tribe are
almost without exception Farmers or engaged in peaceful occupations. They
are docile, obedient to command, capable of enduring great bodily fatigue
and marching with ease 40 miles a day. . . . By a system of voluntary enlist-
ment the Abbeokutan army is raised, but often extreme measures are resorted
to as in the case of the present war, where, at the ‘Oio’ before mentioned an
edict was passed that whosoever did not proceed at once to the war should be
deprived of his heart.'*

In the mixed aristocratic—popular city-states, the old-reformed or new
aristocracy that maintained a leading political, social, and economic status
provided the leadership for the city-states’ armies. They also held an elite,
albeit much reduced, status within the fighting troops. Where the pres-
tigious horse, which only they could afford, was present, they invariably
continued to form the small mounted arm beside the infantry mass army,
constituting roughly 10 per cent of its total. But even in pre-horse and
horse-less societies, they reserved elite status for themselves. In central Mex-
ico, for example, from Teotithuacan through the Toltecs to the Aztecs, the
elite force within the army was the military orders of the jaguar and the
eagle, which mainly consisted of the aristocratic young. Upward mobility
into these orders and into the ranks of the nobility was open by merit to
exceptional commoners who exhibited outstanding valour.

Mercantilism, Sea Power, Mercenary Armies, and Condottieri Rule

The city-state was a dynamic, evolving phenomenon, which continued
to transform after its emergence, as intra- and inter-polity processes were
constantly creating the preconditions for yet further development. The
dominating image of the city-states at their zenith tends to obscure this
continuous evolution. There were various interacting elements within this
development, some of which—and their military aspects—are, for clarity’s
sake, treated here separately, in succession.

Mercantilism grew in some city-states hand in hand with their urban
growth. Urban concentration was creating an embryonic nucleus of mar-
kets, artisan shops, and merchant businesses that was self-reinforcing and
expanding. As already noted, the medieval communes’ growth within a
feudal state system that dominated the countryside explains the dominance
of manufacturing and commerce within them. In most other locations,

agriculture and the farmer population played the prominent role in the
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emergence of city-states, but crafts and trade also developed variably.'?’

Thus some city-states—such as the Phoenician cities on the Levant coast
and their colonies, most notably Carthage, many medieval communes, and,
possibly, the largest city-states of the Indus civilization and Teotihuacan in
the Valley of Mexico—appear to have grown as craft and trading centres
from early on, becoming increasingly more so over time. Others—such as
the Mesopotamian city-states and Greek poleis in Ionia, as well as Corinth
and Athens in particular on the mainland, and some poleis of Magna Graecia
in southern Italy—had craft and trade as an important aspect of their econ-
omy from very early and developed in a yet more commercial direction later
on. Some of the commercial city-states, such as Teotithuacan, early Ashur,
Florence, Milan, and the medieval city-states of southern Germany, were
land locked. Some—such as the lower Mesopotamian city-states, many
Greek poleis, and the communes of medieval Flanders—lay on or close to
the sea and developed a mixed maritime—(river)—land orientation, as was
manifest in their war-making patterns and institutions. Some, especially
those that lacked a substantial agricultural hinterland because of geography
or politics (or for lack of a land frontier altogether)—such as the Phoeni-
cians, Greek poleis of the Aegean islands, the medieval Italian maritime
communes, and those of the Hanse—were predominantly maritime.

As already noted, large-scale commercialism took place in a small number
of city-states only, out of the dozens and hundreds of city-states in each city-
state system. Population composition and occupational structure—as well as
the war establishment—of these latter, commercial-maritime city-states in
particular were largely different from those seen till now. Developing as
international maritime traders, their economy was more specialized than
that of most city-states. The free farmer element was smaller and weaker in
them, and even the small independent artisan was losing ground relatively.
The growing proletariat that these cities were creating and attracting found
employment in the harbours and shipyards, on the sea, and in large-scale
craft industries. In consequence, these city-states became formidable naval
powers, possessing a vast mercantile fleet and dozens and even hundreds of
state-controlled specialized oared warships, or galleys, for the protection and
expansion of their trade routes, trading posts, and commercial interests. On
the other hand, the city and maritime proletariat was ineffective for land
military service, lacking the yeoman’s communal cohesiveness and spirit of
freedom and self-reliance that were central to the citizen phalanx army.
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Thus, specialized commercial-maritime city-states tended to be less at ease
about land warfare, even though some of them—such as Carthage and
Venice—for various reasons turned to develop an agricultural hinterland
and a continental domain after they had acquired wealth and power.

A similar process took place even in more continental city-states that
were growing increasingly market oriented. Growing wealth vastly accentu-
ated economic and social stratification. Here again, big urban industrial
manufacturers and commercial enterprises, employing a large number of
workers, were growing in significance in relation to the self~-employed and
small-employer artisans. In the countryside, too, large commercially
oriented estates undermined the small freeholders, employing either slave
labour or hired labourers, or both. Correspondingly, commitment to mili-
tary service decreased. Members of the elite were reluctant to leave their
businesses and good life behind. Free farmers and self-employed artisans
were shrinking in number and significance, whereas both city and rural
proletariat lacked the motivation, self-confidence, and stake in society that
made for effective citizen militias.

Influx of wealth from the empire generated more or less the same
effects.”™ Even in that supposedly model society, Sparta, where equality
in land possession among the citizens had been grounded in the city’s
traditional and sacred ‘Lycurgan’ law, money from the empire was used by
the aristocracy to accumulate land. By the fourth century BC, the number of
Spartiatai freecholders who qualified for full citizenship and full-time mili-
tary life had shrunk dramatically from a top figure of perhaps 5,000 to
1,500-2,000 and, later, even fewer."” A similar process, on an even grander
scale, took place in Rome during the second century BC. The notion, first
evoked by the Greeks and Romans themselves, that wealth was negatively
affecting military virtue was grounded in veritable economic and social
processes.

However, what commercial city-state society had lacked or lost in civic—
military capacity it could partly compensate for by its purchasing power.
Demand and supply rose in tandem: where there was money with which to
hire troops, there were also impoverished peasants who looked for better
prospects in mercenary service; and there were experienced commanders—
mostly impoverished, exiled, or ambitious aristocrats turned professional
generals—to lead them. As already mentioned, free bands doubling as mer-
cenary troops had been employed as auxiliaries in early city-state systems;in
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the evolving market economy they had now become an increasingly signifi-
cant and even the predominant military fighting force. Since the occurrence
of war fluctuated within the city-states system, these mercenary hosts, simi-
lar to other service providers, moved from one place to another to meet the
demand.

From the fourth century BC, mercenary troops played an increasing role
in Greek warfare. Soldiers and generals who had gained experience in, and
the habit of, war in the protracted Peloponnesian conflict chose to remain in
the military occupation rather than return to civil life. They offered their
services abroad, predominantly to the Great King of Persia but also to his
domestic and foreign rivals. Greek mercenary hoplites were most sought
after by both the king’s satraps and the contenders to the imperial crown
such as Prince Cyrus, who in 401 led the famous 10,000 Greek mercenaries
as far into the empire as Babylon. From as early as the mid-seventh century
BC, when, according to Herodotus (2.152—4), Pharaoh Psammetichus I
hired Carian and lonian hoplites in his revolt against Assyria, Greek mer-
cenaries had been equally in demand in Egypt. By the fourth and third
century BC, together with many other nationalities, they were also hired by
Carthage, whose own citizen militia armies had been playing a decreasing
role in its wars.

The Greek mercenaries’ role in native Greek warfare itself grew no less
significant. Athens, for example, a prospering commercialized city-state
that had been proudly conducting its wars by means of its citizen armed
forces only 50 years earlier, was experiencing citizen reluctance to enlist by
the fourth century BC. Despite Isocrates’ stricture, it relied heavily on mer-
cenaries, as did the other poleis, particularly the largest and those with
imperial ambitions and revenues, most notably Sparta itself.””’ By that same
century, the Etruscan city-states were conducting their final struggles
against Rome’s rising power by means of hired, mostly Celtic, hosts. From
the thirteenth century AD the Italian communes increasingly and then pre-
dominantly waged their wars with mercenary troops, or condottieri, as they
were called after their contract (condotte). The citizens themselves were no

longer willing to enlist."'

As already mentioned before, foreign influx of
unemployed armed bands from the Hundred Years War between England
and France reinforced the trend. Despite humanists’ criticism, most notably
Machiavelli’s, the civic citizen militia was not to be revived.

Mercenaries lacked patriotic commitment, were sometimes disloyal, and,
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of course, cost money, but hiring them was a means for considerably
expanding the armed forces in time of war even when civil militias still
constituted the bulk of the city-state’s army, and for fighting wars at all
where civic militias had become ineffective. This, of course, was a self-
reinforcing process, because the more city-states relied on mercenary troops,
the more the habit and practice of civic military service were being eroded.
Mercenary professional troops generally exhibited greater tactical sophisti-
cation than inexperienced short-time militia recruits. Professional generals,
too, tended to be far more consummate commanders than the non-
professional and inexperienced, annually elected, civil-military magistrates
who had traditionally led the city-states’ armies. By the fourth century BC,
the crude phalanx tactics of threshing it out in a no-nonsense, direct con-
frontation of two parallel lines of hoplites, who had been anxious to get
back home and to work, had greatly diversified. Strategic and tactical
manoeuvring, stratagems, and inter-arms co-operation among hoplites,
skirmishers (peltasts), archers, and cavalry had increased in significance. Sys-
tematic siege-craft had developed. In all these new ways of warfare, profes-
sional generals excelled.”” A century later, professional Greek generals
such as Pyrrhus and the Spartan mercenary in the service of Carthage,
Xanthippus—as well as, of course, the Punic Hannibal—demonstrated their
superiority by masterminding the defeats of Roman consular armies. It was,
nevertheless, the size and tenacity of its citizen militia armies that won
Rome its ultimate victories in all these conflicts.

There were other major reasons besides growing commercialism for the
decline of the civic militias and the rise of mercenary armies. First, however,
I look at how this development affected the city-states’ domestic politics, as
it profoundly did. It heralded the ascendancy of a new type of upstart
autocratic ruler who seized power through his command of mercenary
troops. Some of these rulers cultivated and enjoyed popular support, again
directed against aristocratic dominance. However, unlike early city-states’
autocrats, these new autocrats were largely independent of native militia
support, and many of them stayed in power by means of naked force and on
foreign mercenary bayonets. Sargon of Akkad was the first and most cele-
brated example in a long string of autocratic military rulers who rose to
power in the Mesopotamian city-states from the second half of the third
millennium BC. The popular Athenian tyrant Peisistratus of the second half
of the sixth century BC, having been banished by the aristocracy, seized
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power for a second time on the strength of a mercenary host of Thracians. A
second era of tyrants began throughout the Greek world in the fourth
century BC (and earlier in Syracuse), during the age of mercenaries, as
mercenary generals or local leaders aided by mercenary troops seized
power."” Even in Sparta, with a celebrated ancient constitution enacting
egalitarian communalism and full-time military service among the citizens
that had been long disintegrating, a tyrant, Nabis, came to power in the late
third century BC on the strength of a mercenary army."* In late mediaeval
Italy, individual condottieri usurped power in most of the communes, which
had originally hired them to wage their foreign wars. Visconti and later
Storza in Milan are only the better-known examples.

Interestingly, the more pronouncedly maritime mercantile city-states
proved the most resistant to military tyranny. The anonymous Athenian
commentator, labelled the ‘old oligarch’ by modern scholars who have
taken up his argument (and also Aristotle, Politics, 5.4.8, 6.7.2), claimed that
the increase in Athens’ maritime and commercial activities and the expan-
sion of the city proletariat engaged in them fuelled Athens’ ever-deepening
process of democratization. However, in this, too, Athens was an exception.
In most mercantile—maritime city-states the growing proletariat was increas-
ingly disenfranchised, as an oligarchy of the leading merchant families was
tightening its grip. To prevent commanders of mercenary troops supported
by the city proletariat from taking over, this oligarchy took special precau-
tions. In Carthage of the fourth and third centuries BC, after kingly rule had
been replaced by that of two suffetes (‘judges’) and an oligarchic council,
the generals were constantly suspected and kept under close surveillance by
the city’s government. It should be noted, however, that before and during
the Second Punic War, the successful Barcid generals, Hamilcar and
Hannibal, relying on both the professional army and popular support, estab-
lished a practically autonomous domain in Spain, while also dominating
Carthaginian politics. Venice, the most extreme case, was turned by its ruling
oligarchy into a veritable totalitarian state, where state security committees
and secret police employed extensive domestic espionage and the harshest

measures to pI’CVCl’lt coups.

The Expansion, Power Limitations, and End of the City-State

Growing commercialism was only one factor that transformed city-
states and their armed forces. Commercialism itself was affecting and being
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affected by the expansion of the city-state from its petty-state form into
larger political structures, because, similar to the rural petty-states’ systems,
city-states’ systems tended to coalesce into fewer and larger political con-
glomerations under the gravitational forces of power politics. As the city-
states grew, the larger ones tended to dominate their weaker regional
neighbours, swallowing those in their immediate vicinity through direct
annexation, and establishing hegemonic, ‘alliance’ control over their more
distant periphery. Regional city-states were the result. In some cases, even
larger, imperial, ‘super’ city-state polities followed. In a competitive political
environment there was a selective advantage for size. The city-state could
not compete for long in this escalating race and was thus a particularly
transient phenomenon in polities’ evolution. Again, its glory in its prime
tends to obscure the fact that nowhere did it survive for more than a few
centuries.” Ultimately, city-states’ systems were either eliminated by one
of their members or from outside.

In Sumer, the Early Dynastic period of some 30, roughly equal,
independent city-states was drawing to a close towards the middle of the
third millennium BC, as one dominant city at a time—Ur, Lagash, Kish,
Umma-Uruk—won hegemonic overlordship over others. Then, in the
twenty-fourth century BC, Sargon of Akkad for the first time unified the
Land, as it was called, establishing an empire that encompassed the whole of
Mesopotamia. After its collapse, regional city-state kingdoms—such as Ur of
the Third Dynasty, Isin-Larsa, Hammurabi’s and Kassite Babylon, Mari,
Ashur, and Aleppo—dominated and even incorporated the others into their
respective domains and some of them established larger empires for short
periods. A similar process seems to have taken place among the city-states of
the Indus Valley. With the Indus script remaining undeciphered, archaeolo-
gists can only infer from the remarkable growth of Harappa and Mohenjo-
daro that these cities may have become the centres of large unified states
during the later Indus civilization.””® In early historic India of the first
millennium BC, too, the numerous emergent town-and-countryside petty-
states (janapadas) were progressively swallowed by the few that proved
strongest, and that in the process turned into regional states (imaha-janapadas)
and ‘super’ regional states.””’ In western Nigeria, Old Oyo achieved
imperial hegemony over the other Yoruba city-states during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries.

Students of the Maya are debating whether there were some 60 Maya
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city-states, each covering about 2,500 square kilometres, or only about eight
regional independent city-states, with an average area of 30,000 square
kilometres, which maintained hegemonic overlordship over the smaller
centres.”® It would be in line with the evidence regarding Maya political
evolution to suggest that, over time, by the late classic period, some of the
stronger Maya city-states such as Tikal, Copan, Palenque, and Caracol
expanded by force to become regional city polities. For example, the long
line of fortifications defending the approaches to Tikal from Uaxactum in
the north was partly demolished in the late classic period, suggesting to the
excavators that one of the antagonists may have won and established a
unified regional rule over both cities."”” In any case, no Maya city-state
achieved supreme domination before the lowland Maya civilization mys-
teriously collapsed. With respect to central Mexico, it is debated if and what
system of city-states had existed before Teotihuacan achieved its wide-
ranging dominance in the first centuries AD. For many centuries after
Teotihuacan’s collapse no other city-state achieved hegemony over the
much more competitive system that ensued, although Tula seems to have
gained a leading position during the tenth to twelfth centuries. However,
from the fourteenth century, the newly established Aztec city-state of
Tenochtitlan won hegemonic rule over the 40-odd city-states in the Valley
of Mexico, and expanded further to create a hegemonic empire that
encompassed the whole of central Mexico.'*

In Greece, Athens emerges from the early Archaic period as an unusually
large, regional polity, encompassing the whole of Attica. Sparta was even
more unusual, maintaining military occupation over the alien helot popula-
tion of Laconia and Messenia from the late eighth or seventh century BC
and, in consequence, turning itself into a permanently mobilized Herrenvolk
warrior society to prevent and suppress revolts. Through the Peloponnesian
League, created in the second half of the sixth century BC, Sparta dominated
regional and Greek politics. Thebes established hegemonic control over her
smaller neighbouring poleis through the Boeotian League. From the fifth to
the mid-fourth centuries BC, each of these powerful city-states in turn
attempted, and succeeded in trying, to create a larger hegemonic empire
around it."*' Similarly, Syracuse became the dominant polis in Greek eastern
Sicily. The days of hundreds of small independent poleis were over.

By the fourth century BC, Rome had been transforming an earlier hege-
monic regional alliance with the other, smaller, Latin city-states by directly
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annexing some of them and establishing stricter ‘alliance’ hegemony over
the rest. In north Africa, Spain, Sicily, and Sardinia, Carthage established
hegemonic overlordship over the other dozens of Phoenician city-state col-
onies and acted to expand its commercial and political control in the west-
ern Mediterranean. In medieval Italy and Flanders alike, the number of
independent city-states (a few hundred in Italy, scores in Flanders) was
continuously and drastically shrinking in the space of two centuries. Pro-
gressively from the thirteen to fifteenth centuries AD, Florence, Milan, Venice,
and Genoa more or less established their rule over most of the other north
Italian city-states, each becoming a regional, super city-state polity.'*
Bruges, Ghent, and Ypres were the agents of a similar process in Flanders.

In this evolutionary race towards increased size, the city-state was almost
by definition in difficulties. Growth negated its fundamental social and polit-
ical features as an intimate civic community centred on a city. Where the
threat came from outside in the form of large states, the only response that
could preserve city-states from complete loss of civic independence was an
alliance or even a confederation, the raison d’étre of which was the co-
ordination of foreign policy and pulling together of resources for war. In
view of the city-states’ very high mobilization capacity in comparison with
either pre-state or state societies, these structures often proved to be very
effective—especially for defence—so long as they did not succumb to
internal division, domination by one of their members, or a very strong state.

The Greek city-states, for example, allied against and repulsed the Persian
invasion in 480—479 BC, despite massive defection to and collaboration with
the Persians and poor allied co-operation, which ultimately also frustrated
their attempts to carry the war offensively into the enemy’s territory. By
contrast, the Greek poleis failed in their attempts to resist the rising Macedo-
nian state of Philip II and Alexander, although during the third century
BC the federated Aetolian and Achaean Leagues proved more successful in
maintaining their independence against Macedon and were to succumb
only to Rome. As already mentioned, in the twelfth century AD the com-
munes of northern Italy, allied in the Lombard League, succeeded in defeat-
ing the German Emperor Frederick Barbarossa’s attempt to bring them
more firmly under his rule, whereas the Flanders’ communes had a more
mixed record in their struggles in the fourteenth century against their duke
and against French royal power. The Swiss Confederation and north German
Hanse League were established for similar purposes.
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All the same, once a much stronger, increasingly unified and centralized,
early modern ‘national’ state power began to replace the weak feudal state in
Europe, the balance had changed. Even confederated city-states could not
stand, to say nothing of the regional city-states of Italy, for example, which
remained deeply antagonistic towards each other and were to fall divided
rather than standing united against French and Spanish state power. The
United Dutch Provinces, confederating the Netherlands” semi-autonomous
mercantile cities, were the exception, winning and defending their freedom
against Spain and France. They owed much of their success, however, to
their ability to shelter behind water barriers. The Swiss mountain fortress
was another successful survivor, also for geopolitical reasons. In the process,
both confederations increasingly assumed a unified state form themselves.

Some city-states that turned regional also consolidated their expanding
realm into a nation-state. In southern Mesopotamia these processes were
more or less taking place under Ur III and Babylon, but Assyria is probably
the most striking instance.'*’ From the city-state of Ashur in the late third
millennium BC, it grew to dominate the entire region of the upper Tigris in
the early and again in the late second millennium. By the latter period
Assyria had become a nation-state, and in the first millennium BC it pro-
ceeded to conquer and eliminate for good the state and regional city-state
system throughout the Near East. It progressively established direct, unified
bureaucratic imperial control that henceforth would become pretty much
the norm in the Near East, with one imperial rule succeeding the other
down to modern times.

However, in most cases where a city-state system was eliminated from
within by one of its members, the perpetrator’s imperial enterprise had
been accomplished before it shed its city-state structure. For this process of
empire building to take place, the imperial city-state had to acquire a much
larger population base than the typical city-state possessed and, indeed, to
expand it further in positive interaction with its imperial growth, thus pro-
gressively breaking away from the city-state’s inherently limited resource
base. A growing domestic manpower base could then serve to harness the
fighting potential of other city-states to that of the hegemon, creating a
spirally expanding imperial system.

Both Teotihuacan and the Aztec metropolis Tenochtitlan swelled into
hundreds of thousands in step with the expansion of their respective hege-
monic empires. The combined manpower potential of the Aztec empire
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probably reached a few hundred thousand warriors.'** The average Greek
polis was made up of maybe as few as 2,500—4,500 people. By comparison,
Athens was from the start a giant, and her fifth-century BC imperial prosper-
ity attracted to her yet more people as immigrants. Her population grew to
an estimated 200,000 people, of which some 40,000 were available for
military service.'* Her allies supplied hoplites, ships, and, as Athens tight-
ened her grip on the hegemonic alliance, increasingly sums of money.
Athens’ imperial power was destroyed by a counter-coalition headed by
Sparta and the Peloponnesian League. However, Sparta’s own reach for
empire was ultimately frustrated by her closed, small, and shrinking citizen
body, which even at its peak numbered fewer than 10,000 warriors. Thebes’
power base in Boeotia, although respectable in Greek terms, was also too
limited for an enduring empire. Carthage developed into a huge com-
mercial metropolis of hundreds of thousands, while expanding her control
over the other Phoenician city-state colonies and the tribal peoples of north
Africa and the western Mediterranean. The population of the leading
communes of medieval Europe grew to many tens of thousands and even
crossed the 100,000 mark, as they expanded into regional polities. The
population of Florence, for example—together with Milan and Venice the
largest Italian commune and expanding over most of Tuscany—was about
50,000 in 1200 and grew to 120,000 by 1330, before the Black Death. That
of Ghent or Bruges, the growth of which in a ducal and state environment
was more constrained, is estimated at 40,000—50,000 each at their height.146

The most successful imperial city-state of all was, of course, ancient
Rome, and its success was chiefly associated with the truly remarkable
expansion of its domestic manpower base.'” This is well recognized by
scholars but barely by non-specialists. The rapidity and general ease of
Rome’s string of victories over all the other Mediterranean great powers in
the 50 years between 218 and 168 BC (except for the Second Punic War)
struck contemporary witnesses, such as the historian Polybius, but the infra-
structure that had made this feat possible was forged in the preceding three
centuries, as Rome had expanded its hegemonic rule over the Italian pen-
insula. Instances of brilliant generalship are conspicuous in their absence
during that initial expansion, because the Roman political system in effect
positively discouraged the growth of experienced and successful generals by
limiting the tenure of the state’s civil-military magistrates, the consuls, to a
single annual term. The celebrated legion army can partly be credited with
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the success, because, over the centuries, in the protracted struggles in rugged
terrain against the hill peoples of central Italy and against the Gauls, it had
gradually evolved from a simple phalanx—which was suitable for fighting
only on level and open ground—into a considerably more flexible and
versatile tactical formation. However, above all, it was in the potential and
actual number of the citizen legions and allied troops and, hence, in the
expansion of citizenship and the structure of the hegemonic empire that the
real secret of Rome’s rising power lay.

The expansion of Rome’s rule over central Italy increased its military
manpower in three ways. In the first place, whole communities were directly
annexed by being incorporated into the Roman citizen body. From early
times, Rome had exhibited an unusual openness to the inclusion of foreign
elements. In Latium, the incorporated Latin communities belonged to the
same ethnic stock as Rome anyway. Outside Latium the Italic communities
would have centuries in which to assimilate and Latinize. Second, defeated
communities that were not annexed were usually obliged to cede part of
their lands to Rome and its Latin allies. Roman settlement of these lands
made possible a steady internal demographic increase of its citizen body.
Third, all the communities that retained their separate political status were
required to sign a treaty of alliance with Rome. They paid no tribute and
nominally remained independent, but their foreign policy was determined
by the ‘alliance’—that is, by Rome—and they were obliged to supply for
the ‘common effort’ a specified number of troops upon request. They also
enjoyed a share of the booty and of the confiscated land.

As Roman power expanded further into northern and southern Italy
from the mid-fourth to the late third centuries BC, the same policy was
extended further. Few communities were directly annexed at this stage, but
Roman and Latin colonies were systematically established on confiscated
land, and all the communities in the Roman orbit joined its alliance, either
after they had been defeated or of their own ‘free’ accord. Excellent Roman
military roads allowed rapid movement over great distances and into dif-
ficult terrains. Together, the network of roads and colonies consolidated
Roman rule over the entire realm. As Roman expansion over Italy took
centuries, there was enough time for each concentric circle of expansion to
be ‘pacified’, gradually lose its habit of independence, and to be integrated
into the system. The local elites in particular were co-opted and had the
most to lose from disloyalty. The penalty for rebellion was very harsh. Leaders
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would be executed and the population sold to slavery. Rebellions happened
repeatedly, especially during the first stages after the loss of independence.
All the same, Rome’s reputation of uncompromising tenacity in maintain-
ing this policy built up the formidable deterrence of terror that kept the
system in place. Formed slowly, over centuries, the Roman system proved
remarkably enduring.

The most crucial and unusual element in this system was the gigantic
citizen body that it created. The area of the Roman state itself and its citizen
population swelled steadily. It is estimated at: 900 square kilometres and
25,000-40,000 people by 495, at the beginning of the Republic; more than
5,500 square kilometres and about 350,000 people by 338, after the Latin
War; and 26,000 square kilometres and some 900,000 people by 264, at the
outbreak of the First Punic War. These figures represented some 20 per cent
of the land area and 30 per cent of the population of Roman Italy.'*®
Roman population was about four to five times larger than that of the
largest Greek polis by far, Athens, and than any of the largest, regional
medieval Italian communes. As there was an obvious link between the size
of the domestic citizen manpower and that of the dependent ‘allied” popula-
tion that could be harnessed by the hegemon, Rome’s vast citizen body in
turn made possible a hegemonic sphere that covered the entire peninsula.

In 225 BC a census of Italian manpower was carried out in preparation for
a large-scale Celtic invasion. The figures, cited by Polybius, show that there
were three-quarters of a million men eligible for military service in the
Roman hegemonic domain, of which about a third were Roman citizens
(The Histories 2.24). The respective figures for the 17—46 age cohorts (jun-
iores), who were destined for field service, probably stood at 500,000 and
175,000. Although the exact interpretation of all these figures is debated, the
regularly executed censuses of the Roman citizen body fall in the same
range. As a result of both economic and logistical reasons, Rome’s normal
annual recruitment from this huge manpower pool was considerably smaller.
During the Middle Republic it usually consisted of two consular armies of
two legions each (about 5,000 citizen soldiers to a legion) and a similar or
somewhat larger complement of allied forces, around 20,000 citizens and
20,000-30,000 allies in all. This has been reasonably estimated to have repre-
sented between one in six to one in four Roman citizens of active military
age.'"” With this substantial but limited portion of its manpower mobilized
at one time, Rome was able to maintain the war effort year after year,
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wearing down its enemies, and always to fall back on its enormous man-
power reservoirs for further recruitment in case of military reverses or a
disaster.

Here lay the material infrastructure for Rome’s legendary tenacity in war.
Indeed, when Rome faced the gravest crisis in its history as Hannibal
invaded Italy, inflicting one disaster after another on Roman armies, and
even managing to split the Roman alliance, the entire Roman manpower
potential was mobilized for war. It was kept under arms for years, even
though this meant economic ruin for the farmer—soldiers. Having lost some
100,000 soldiers, half of them citizens, in the calamities of the first three
years of the Second Punic War (218-202 BC), Rome mobilized and
deployed in the various theatres of war throughout the western Mediter-
ranean armies with a total strength of up to 25 legions. Together with its
allies’ complement these forces must have numbered some 250,000 soldiers
and sailors, half of them Roman citizens. In grinding attrition warfare over
more than a decade, Hannibal and his allies were worn down. It was again
Rome’s gigantic manpower base, rather than the admitted advantages of the
legion over the phalanx, that predominantly explains why the Hellenistic
kingdoms of the eastern Mediterranean proved so unequal to Rome. The
Macedonian nation-state’s fully mobilized field forces consisted of no
more than 30,000—40,000 soldiers. The military potential of the multi-
national Seleucid Syrian—Asian empire—encompassing only the ruling
Macedonian—Greek element—was about twice that number, as was that of
Ptolemaic Egypt."”’ A single defeat in battle was sufficient to decide
in Rome’s favour each of the two wars against Macedon (200-197 and
171-168 BC) and the war against Syria (192—188 BC).

A hegemonic city-state empire that relied on the military manpower of
its satellites faced the danger that their weapons would be turned against it.
There was a delicate balance here that rested on several factors, some of
which have already been mentioned. These included: an adequate ratio
between the hegemon’s own resources and those of the empire as a whole;
the inherent inability of the disparate satellite polities to unite, co-operate,
and co-ordinate their actions effectively—an inability that underlies all
empires and, indeed, any oppressive political rule by the organized few over
the disunited many; the threat of the hegemon’s retaliation against defectors
and rebels; and the general benefits of the empire for both elite and masses of
the subject peoples. However, this delicate balance changed considerably
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when a successful challenger to the hegemon entered the realm. It was for
this reason that imperial city-states were paradoxically most vulnerable in
their own territory. Clausewitz’s dictum that defence was stronger than the
attack—in any case dubious as a general rule—did not apply here.""

Thus the Athenian empire collapsed in the conflict against Sparta and the
Peloponnesian League once Athens suffered a defeat that lost it its naval
supremacy. As the terror of Athens’ retaliation weakened, many of the
empire’s satellite city-states embraced the challenger’s promise of regained
liberty, and a domino effect began. Sparta, too, was most vulnerable in its
own territory. Earlier in the war, Athens itself had successfully established
fortified strongholds on the Peloponnesian coast, which served as rallying
points for fleeing and rebellious helots. Fifty years later, the Theban general
Epameinondas, after defeating the Spartans on the battlefield, invaded the
Peloponnese and broke Spartan power by setting the helots of Messenia free.

The most striking case is again the Second Punic War, where both Rome
and Carthage proved most successtul abroad and highly vulnerable at home.
At the outbreak of the war in 218 BC, both sides prepared to take the
offensive. The Romans planned a double attack into Spain and Africa,
which was pre-empted by Hannibal’s invasion of Italy. After his crushing
victories in 218-216 BC and his pledge to liberate the peoples of Italy, about
half of Rome’s satellites changed sides, especially in southern Italy, which
had been the latest to come under Roman rule. As already mentioned, this
gravest threat ever to Roman power was overcome only by total mobiliza-
tion of Rome’s remaining manpower resources and a grinding war of
attrition against Hannibal’s new allies. However, the speediest and most
spectacular results were achieved abroad. In Spain and later in Africa,
Scipio’s initial successes found Carthage’s satellite peoples all too eager to
break away. In the final Battle of Zama (202 BC), Hannibal, who had been
recalled home, found that the best Numidian cavalry, hitherto his tactical
trump card, was now on the Roman side. Millennia later, one of the main
reasons for the collapse of the mighty Aztec hegemonic empire before a few
hundred Spanish conquistadors was that its enemies (chiefly Tlaxcalla) and
later some of its satellites joined the invaders in order to liberate themselves
from the detested Aztec rule.’® Of course, in most of the above cases the
challenger’s promises of liberty were followed by an attempt to establish its
own imperial rule. In a world of larger political conglomerations, the days of
the independent city-state were over.
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The regional and imperial city-state polities were themselves transformed
by their growth. Militarily, larger areas, longer distances, far-flung interests,
and permanent occupation of alien territories and polities were necessarily
affecting the city-states’ way of warfare. It was no longer a matter of the
citizen militia marching out after harvest for a day’s, a few days’, or even a
few weeks’ campaigning in the vicinity of their city, taking a short vacation
from their farms and workshops and largely feeding off the countryside.'>
The factors that had been making possible the city-states’ extraordinarily
high levels of manpower mobilization were eroding. Long campaigns, pro-
tracted sieges, and garrison service—all economically ruinous for the small
freeholder or artisan—were becoming the norm. Large city-states adopted
various measures in order to cope with the demands of more complex
commitments. Logistics, finance, and organization—all non-existent, or
rudimentary, or individually taken care of by the citizen soldiers themselves
during the heyday of the city-states—had now become much more com-
plex state affairs. Daily pay for the citizen recruits was instituted, mercenaries
were hired, and taxes to pay for both were introduced, unless there was an
empire to pay for them. War, which earlier, as it were, had more or less taken
care of itself, became by far the most expensive state activity.'”*

Rome, with a huge citizen body and holding a monopoly of power that
also encompassed the paid service market, did not rely on foreign mercenar-
ies. Faced with the vast commitments of a Mediterranean empire, it began
to employ part of its own citizens on a regular, paid, long-term professional
basis from the late second century BC on. These regulars came mainly
from the poor rural proletariat, hitherto not recruited for legionary service
and politically almost disenfranchised. As the pension system of these profes-
sional troops was never properly settled by the Republic, the legionaries
were easily persuaded to follow a successful general who marched on
Rome and who could promise them land upon their retirement.'> Indeed,
generalship itself inevitably changed with imperial growth. In the first place,
as already mentioned, Rome’s annual civil magistrates, who had led the
early seasonal campaigns against poorly organized opponents on the Italian
peninsula, were no match for the professional generals of more sophisticated
armies that Rome encountered during later expansion. Furthermore, as
with the Roman recruits themselves, there was little point in annually
returning home the magistrate—generals from remote overseas theatres of
war, before they had time to arrive there and get accustomed to an
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unfamiliar enemy and geography. From the Second Punic War, when pro-
tracted foreign campaigns against first-class generals had become the norm,
the best, most experienced, and war-proven Roman military leaders were
retained in command for longer periods after their year in office. By the
first century BC, professional non-propertied soldiers, led by ambitious
politician—professional generals, brought down the Republic.

The political transformation of imperial city-states was, of course, not
confined to Rome, as we have already seen. Everywhere (except for Athens)
the empire meant a decline in the power of the populace, as the resources
and vast extent of the empire overshadowed the small-scale intimacy of the
civic community. The metropolitan proletariat, concentrated near the seat
of power, could still be a source of trouble that had to be handled with care,
but its political significance shrank with its declining military role, the state’s
growing size, and the highly differential distribution of the empire’s wealth.
The aristocracy was sometimes on the benefiting, sometimes on the losing,
side in this process. Autocratic power nearly always rose with empire and,
the larger the empire, the more autocratic it tended to become.

The Aztecs, for example, made the change from a poor and backward
ranked tribal society into city-statchood and then a mighty hegemonic
empire within only 200 years, during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
By the time of the Spanish arrival, they still waged their wars with levied
citizen armies, and popular approval was still formally necessary for a declar-
ation of war. In reality, however, popular power had been declining, whereas
that of the nobility and monarchy had risen sharply, as the spoils of war had
been going disproportionately to them. The monarchy had first been estab-
lished in the early fourteenth century to provide effective military leader-
ship for coping with the competitive state environment in which the Aztecs
found themselves as they immigrated into the Valley of Mexico. With the
growth of the empire, the monarch (tlacochcalcatl), whom the Spaniards
called emperor, had been growing fabulously rich and powerful, although he
was still obliged to consult the heads of the nobility for important decisions.
As with the Roman aristocracy, the Aztec nobility appropriated the lion’s
share of the conquered ‘public’ land, which they cultivated through clients
and tenants. They increasingly differentiated themselves as an elevated caste
above the commoners."” Where these processes would have led cannot be
told, because they were interrupted by the Spanish conquest.

The Mesopotamian polities had a longer history. As we saw, the Early
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Dynastic period appears to have strengthened the power of the city-state’s
monarch in conjunction with that of the popular assemblies. However, as
empires were formed by Sargon of Akkad, the kings of the Third Dynasty of
Ur, Hammurabi of Babylonia, and other rulers of regional city-states, the
assemblies declined into limited municipal and judicial bodies, while the
king was assuming autocratic power. Booty and tribute from war and
empire went above all to the royal treasury, giving the king the resources to
rise above the old city-state’s institutions. The professional army—starting
with Sargon’s crack force of 5,400—was subordinate to him."” The surviv-
ing records from the north Mesopotamian city-state of Ashur, though very
patchy, are better than most. They reveal that in the early second millen-
nium BC, the city’s assembly, dominated by the elders of the leading mer-
chant families, was active and influential in Ashur, apparently constraining
the power of the king, who needed their consent for important decisions.
However, by the end of that millennium and in the following one, as the
Assyrian military empire came into being, little is heard of the city-state’s
assembly. The familiar institution of the despotic oriental autocrat was in
full stride."®

In the Indus civilization of the second half of the third millennium BC,
archaeological evidence is generally interpreted as suggesting a priestly mer-
cantile civic rule, and in the re-emergent city polities of India’s historic
period during the first centuries BC aristocratic republics and civic institu-
tions are documented. However, in India, too, as larger states and empire
evolved, autocratic rule took over.'” Similarly, in the town-and-country
petty-states of Rus from the eleventh to the thirteenth century, civil
assemblies played a significant role in all the larger urban centres and seats of
princely power. The devastating Mongolian occupation has traditionally
been blamed for the loss of these freedoms in later Russian history. But
whether generated from inside or imposed from outside, it was above all
great size that worked against popular participation.

The logic of empire was similar in the west. The autocratic Principate
that replaced the Republic in Rome preserved only the semblance of free
institutions, whereas the ensuing Dominate, from the late third century AD,
dispensed even with that. Reigning, rather than deceased, emperors were
now proclaimed gods, as in the east. Empire in the pre-modern world—
which lacked printing communication technology and government by rep-
resentatives—meant autocratic rule. When created by a city-state, an empire
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led to the eclipse of the city-state’s civic institutions and to its ultimate
transformation. Indeed, by the first century BC, the process of Romanization
and cultural and social integration in Italy had reached a point where the
allies requested and were awarded Roman citizenship, relinquishing their
former separate political identity and in effect forming a Romanized Italian
people. By the beginning of the third century AD, the process had run its
course throughout the empire, as all its peoples were awarded Roman
citizenship and were progressively becoming members of a wider com-
monwealth: culturally Romanized in the west, Hellenized in the east. In this
respect, too, the city-state’s civic—political institutions were ill-suited to
governing the emergent, large-scale, political, cultural, and, indeed, national
entities that the empire had created.
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The Eurasian Spearhead: East,
West, and the Steppe

Chapter 10 dealt with the relationship between armed force and the
emergence in different parts of the world of the early state. It has highlighted
underlying similarities, as well as points of diversity. This chapter traces
the further evolution in terms of power and complexity of the state, the
inter-state system, and civilization—in their relation to war—with a focus
on the world’s largest landmass, Eurasia. This narrowing of the geo-
graphical focus results, rather than departs, from the evolutionary and com-
parative global perspective of this study. The evolution of complexity is
likely to be differential within and especially between systems, and the
greater the evolved complexity the larger the gaps between the less and
more complex forms. The take-off of agriculture, the state, and civiliz-
ation in Eurasia began earlier than in any other continent and developed a
steeper trajectory. Consequently, it is primarily on the Eurasian landmass
that major developments in human institutions—including warfare—
beyond those reviewed in Chapter 10, took place, and were later exported
to other continents, disrupting their independent or semi-independent
trajectories.

The reasons why the marked lead human societies in Eurasia took over
those in other continents have been brilliantly addressed in Jared Diamond’s
Guns, Germs, and Steel: The fates of human societies (1997). In the first place, the
Neolithic people of Eurasia possessed the most effective farming package of
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all. In addition to particularly successful cereal plant domesticates, they
almost exclusively possessed large domesticated beasts, providing both ani-
mal protein and work power. In turn, possession of large beasts stimulated
another Eurasian exclusive—the wheel. Of the large domesticated animals,
the horse—similar to the wheel, a Eurasian exclusive for thousands of
years and until about AD 1500—probably had the most significant direct
military impact. Furthermore, having been stimulated by their particularly
successful farming package (and other factors) to embark on the transition
to a sedentary way of life the earliest, Eurasian societies were the first to
master the use of utility metals, such as bronze (which outside Eurasia began
to appear only with the Inca, some four millennia after Eurasia) and iron
(which from Eurasia penetrated only Africa). On this infrastructure, by far
the world’s largest and most powerful states and empires and the most
advanced literate civilizations were built in Eurasia. In numbers alone,
Eurasia, which comprises only about 40 per cent of the world’s land sur-
face (excluding Antarctica), was home to some 80 per cent of the world’s
population in AD 1500, who mostly lived on Eurasia’s southern coastal
shelf, along the fertile belt that stretched from Japan and China, through
south-east Asia, India, and south-west Asia, to the Mediterranean and
Europe.'

Rather than being purely accidental, these Eurasian advantages stemmed
from deep-seated geographical and ecological factors. Continental land-
masses mean little in themselves, unless geography is perceived from the
perspective of the boundaries to ecological and cultural interactions that
they create. (For example, with respect to ecological, population, and
cultural diffusion, Africa north of the Sahara formed part of the Eurasian
landmass via both land and the Mediterranean Sea, whereas the region’s
interaction with Africa south of the Sahara, ‘Black Africa’, was far more
tenuous, on account of that formidable desert obstacle.) Eurasia was con-
ducive to more rapid evolution, first, because of its size. Greater size (other
things, such as ecological hospitability, being equal) meant a greater number
of ecological niches for evolution and more intense selective competition as
successful breeds from these niches diffused into neighbouring ones. Indeed,
the advantage of size and enhanced competition also depends on the ease of
communication through the landmass (as long as communication is not too
easy, which might eradicate diversity). Here again, ‘other things’ were not
equal, with Eurasia possessing a clear advantage. As Diamond has pointed
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out, Eurasia has a west—east ‘axis’, as opposed to the north—south ‘axes’ of
the Americas and Africa. This made the diffusion of domesticates (and
wildlife) across the continental landmass far easier in Eurasia, where the
transfer could take place along similar latitudes and roughly similar climatic
zones. By contrast, diffusion was almost impossible in the Americas, where
biological species would have had to travel across latitudes and climatic
zones. Thus, out of an extremely limited number of potential domesticates
in nature (only a few hundred wild species have ever been or can be
domesticated), the people of Eurasia started out with a richer variety, which
once domesticated diffused more easily across the landmass. All this gave
Eurasian societies a considerable head start, a more effective domesticated
package, and a quicker pace of cultural evolution.

That there was a more general evolutionary pattern at work here can be
seen from a remarkable parallel: not only did human cultures evolve into
more potent forms in Eurasia; when in the wake of the ‘European Age of
Discovery’, Eurasian wildlife species infiltrated the Americas, Australia, and
Oceania, they almost invariably drove the local species to the margins of
or into extinction. Eurasia’s advantages of greater size and easier internal
communication, which resulted in more intense selective competition, pro-
pelled both wildlife and cultural evolution in Eurasia (although seemingly
unrelated) further than in the smaller and more constrained continental
systems.” Needless to repeat, all this implies no value preference for European
over American cultures or for Eurasian wildlife mammals over Australian
marsupials; it simply explains why, when these separate systems suddenly
came into contact, the Eurasians prevailed.

As we progress in time, our subject becomes increasingly historical—that
is, lit more or less clearly by written records. While this is obviously a
tremendous benefit, I hope to avoid the ‘pitfall’ (often experienced in works
of a general nature) of the book turning into an ‘event history’, charting
‘one damn fact after the other’ in the history of the Old World and then of
the west. As shown earlier in the book, this chapter—neither denying nor
reifying the contingent—strives to follow closely the empirical in order
to draw out its broader patterns, main evolutionary paths, and underlying
causation with respect to the further co-evolution of war and civilization. My
starting point is one major contingency that will resonate throughout this
chapter:as already mentioned, probably none of Eurasia’s exclusives exercised
such a cardinal military effect, indeed possessed such a double-edged—Dboth
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productive and destructive—role in the growth of Eurasian civilizations, as
the horse.

ALL THE KING’S HORSEMEN: HORSES,
INFANTRY, AND POLITICAL SOCIETIES
IN TIME AND SPACE

It was an ecologically constrained contingency that the horse remained
extant only on the Eurasian steppe, where it would be domesticated, while
becoming extinct in North America in the wake of the Ice Age and human
settlement. But the consequences of this fact were fateful.

In Chapter 9 I have already overviewed the early domestication stages of
the horse. Information on this subject is extremely patchy, leaving much
to speculation. To re-summarize briefly, the horse was domesticated in
Ukraine during the fourth millennium BC. At first, it served as just another
herd animal, mainly raised for its meat and dairy products. However, scarce
archaeological findings of bits and of the marks of bits suggest that horses
were also ridden from very early on. All the available evidence seems to
indicate that, as long as horses remained small in size, sustained horseback
riding for military or other purposes remained marginal. However, around
2000 BC, the light, spoke-wheel chariot, which could be drawn by a team of
horses, was apparently invented on the steppe, on the border of Europe and
Asia, where the earlier ox-drawn heavy wagon and cart had already been
used during the third millennium BC.

Further south, in Mesopotamia, various types of disc-wheel ‘battle cars’,
drawn by another, locally domesticated equid, the onager, were used from
the middle of the third millennium BC. They probably served mostly for elite
transportation and as mobile command posts, but the warrior—dignitaries
could also fight from them, either by firing missiles or after dismounting.’
As the much swifter and more manoeuvrable horse-drawn spoke-wheel
chariot made its appearance in the ancient Near East from about 1800 Bc,
field warfare was revolutionized, with the chariot growing to dominate it
completely from the mid-seventeenth century BC. Five centuries later, by
around 1200 BC, the chariot reached all the way east to China, via the steppe,
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The Standard of Ur, War Panel, third millennium BC. Note the four-disc-wheel
‘battle cars’, harnessed to onagers

with a similar effect. Simultaneously, it also penetrated into India and
Europe.

The third stage in the horse’s career commenced some time in the late
second millennium BC, when larger horses were bred in west Asia—south-east
Europe. Making possible effective and sustained horseback riding, they
inaugurated cavalry throughout the region from about 900 BC. Again it
took some five centuries for the same development to reach China in the
fourth century BC. From then on, a sequence of further evolutionary steps
in both horse size and equestrian technology—including the development
of the saddle, stirrups, and horseshoes—steadily increased the warhorse’s
effectiveness.

There were, of course, notable differences between horse-drawn war
chariots and cavalry. I should mention only one crucial difference at
this stage: although apparently invented on the steppe, the war chariot was
too complex, expensive, specialized, and fragile an instrument to come into
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its own fully among the impoverished steppe peoples, except for their
wealthy elite. Mounted steppe hordes, encompassing practically the entire
tribal adult manhood, could emerge only with the development of full
horseback riding and the resulting nomadic—equestrian economy and life-
style. Later I return to this subject. Let me start, however, by addressing both
chariot and horseback warfare together, highlighting their general military
characteristics and wider social and political significance. Despite major
developments, these exhibit remarkable continuity from 1500 BC to
AD 1500.

Perhaps the most misleading, commonly held view with respect to
horsemen is that they were invariably superior to infantry militarily, or at
least became so sometime in history (for example, after the introduction of
the stirrups throughout Eurasia from the middle of the first millennium AD).
In Chapter 10 I had occasion to show that this was not the case at all.
As anybody familiar with the subject is aware and as Machiavelli acutely
points out in Book II of his On the Art of War (1521), the horse is a sensitive
and highly vulnerable animal. Consequently, horsemen were hardly able to
withstand a head-on clash with infantry, provided—and these are major
conditions—that the latter were massed in close order, kept their cohesion
and morale, and were equipped with the necessary although simple type of
weapons (mostly spears or pikes). On the other hand, the horsemen’s chief
advantage was their mobility, particularly on open ground. The power equa-
tions between infantry and horse were largely modulated by the different
balances between these variables in a diversity of specific settings.

To put it as succinctly as possible, the horsemen’s effectiveness increased
vis-a-vis infantry under the following conditions:

* the flatter the terrain, where horsemen were able to operate swiftly, both
tactically and strategically, unhindered by obstacles of a rugged—for
example, mountainous, wooded, or swampy—Ilandscape

* the greater the distances of military action within larger theatres of
operations, where the horsemen’s much greater strategic mobility could
come into play

* the less densely inhabited a country, because intensive agriculture meant
less pastureland for raising horses, whereas a larger number of fortified
urban settlements translated into more siege warfare, for which mounted
warriors were useless.

|8}
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In addition to their impact on the balance of power between horsemen and
infantry, these factors also affected the horsemen’s own configuration: the
more ‘closed’ the theatre of operation, the more the horsemen tended to
dismount and fight on foot, using their horses largely for their superior
mobility into battle, as well as for the mere convenience of transportation;
also, the more ‘closed’ the theatre of operation, the heavier they would be
equipped for close-quarter encounters (mounted or dismounted),as opposed
to the light, hit-and-run missile tactics of the open country.

This was the geography and ecology of the warhorse in a nutshell. Yet,
although geography and ecology meant a great deal, social, economic, and
political structures were almost as significant. Stratification and elite domin-
ance greatly developed in agricultural societies also in the absence of the
horse, in both the pre-horse societies of Eurasia before the middle of the
second millennium BC and in the horse-less societies of the Americas,
Africa, and Oceania. However, the introduction of the horse added a new
dimension to elite supremacy. It should be noted that in sedentary societies
the horse possessed little economic utility value. Carts and ploughs were
tracked by oxen until the breast-and-shoulder horse harnesses spread through
Eurasia during the first millennium AD, replacing the inefficient throat-
and-girth harness of antiquity which had the negative effect of choking the
animals. On the other hand, the horse required specialized and expensive
feeding. It follows that in sedentary societies the horse was the possession of
the elite—because it was expensive and luxurious rather than utilitarian, and
prestigious for these reasons. Thus the horse’s military role—in effect, its
main utilitarian function—was inextricably intertwined with the patterns
of domination and power relationships that prevailed between elite and
populace in each particular society. Geography, ecology, political society,
and the horse were variably juxtaposed and mutually affecting across Eurasia
and throughout its history.

In Chapter 10 I already noted that, the greater the social dominance of
‘big men’ and their retinues in sedentary ‘class’ societies, the more mass
popular militias shrank in significance and military effectiveness. This was a
two-way process: the more oppressed the populace, the more reluctant the
elite was to see it possess and become accustomed to the use of arms, which
might be used domestically against the socially superior; at the same time,
impoverished, disenfranchised, servile, and dispirited mass peasantries, with
very little stake in the society and in the fruits of war, exhibited scant martial
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qualities. The horse reinforced this trend—domestically and hence also
in foreign wars. Possessing longer and easier reach, mounted elites became
more capable of dominating dispersed peasantry in the countryside.
Reducing the peasantry to subservience at home, they also preyed on it
outside, where the main opposition that they were likely to encounter
would again come from their mounted aristocratic counterparts.

We saw this taking place, for example, in the segmentary pre- and
proto-state societies of the late Greek Dark Age (roughly eighth century BC)
and of contemporary Villanova culture in north Italy. As a result of the
rugged topography of the Greek and Italian peninsulas and other geo-
political factors, the equestrian elites that dominated these societies would
ultimately give way in the face of the politically organized infantry armies of
city-states (and, later, states). Significantly, however, the exceptions to this
development were found on the peninsulas’ plains: in Thessaly in Greece,
equestrianism, elite dominance, and political retardation in the development
of the polis were mutually reinforcing; in Campania in central Italy, eques-
trian elites remained dominant in the countryside and cities. As the Yoruba
case indicates, much the same ecological and political division emerged in
west Africa from the fifteenth century AD, as the horse was introduced into
the region from across the Sahara. Horsemen dominated the more arid and
less densely populated north, but were checked further south by the infantry
armies of city-states and states.*

Not only in pre-/proto-state stratified societies and city-states, but also in
large states, the military and political roles of the horseman were modulated
by the intersection between ecological geography and political society. The
crux of the political factor was the most cardinal question of central author-
ity: how was the state to be governed and financed? By what methods was it
to extract resources and raise armed forces? State rulers were normally by far
the largest property holders in the form of royal domain: vast estates that
they owned and managed, and from which they extracted revenues, directly.
To maximize central authority, state rulers would have ideally treated their
whole realm in much the same manner, directly administering taxation and
conscript labour.” Armed forces would similarly be centrally and directly
either conscripted or paid for from the revenues of taxation. To accomplish
such centralization of power, however, two preconditions would have had
to be met. First and foremost, advanced economic, transportation, and
bureaucratic infrastructures would have had to exist. Revenues in kind and
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money would have had to be assessed, collected, transported to the centres
of power, stored, and reallocated, all managed by paid (or rationed) state’s
agents. Conscript and professional manpower—for both civil and military
purposes—would have had to be similarly administered. The second pre-
condition, related to the first, was that regional power holders would have
had to be curbed.

These formidable preconditions for bureaucratic centralized states rarely
materialized. As already seen, larger states typically emerged as overlordships,
and they variably continued to rely on the regional aristocratic power
holders to govern the realm, both because the central authority lacked a
developed bureaucratic apparatus and because the local aristocracy was
powerful enough to maintain its social and political position vis-a-vis the
centre. Horsepower, to the extent that it increased the military strength
of the aristocracy compared with the rest of the people and turned the
aristocracy into a mounted elite force, thereby also strengthened the elite
in relation to the central state authority. Only in horse societies was the
aristocracy set apart from the rest of the population as a special arm. At the
other extreme from central bureaucratization, power delegation to, and
appropriation by, the regional leadership could result in power fragmenta-
tion and even in the virtual breakdown of central authority. Horsepower
added a new dimension to this centralization—fragmentation tension.

Irrespective of the horse, large states and empires occasionally fragmented
or disintegrated, as regional forces or provincial state officials usurped polit-
ical power, establishing effective autonomy or even formal independence
from the central authority. Depending on the geopolitical circumstances,
such fragmentation or disintegration was sometimes relatively short-lived,
registering in Chinese and ancient Egyptian history, for example, as ‘inter-
mediate periods’ between more prolonged periods of national unity. Con-
versely, fragmentation and disintegration could be more prevalent, as was
the case with the states that emerged on the ruins of successive Indian
empires. Such political fragmentation and disintegration of larger states,
where chunks of the state’s civilian and military bureaucratic apparatus
broke loose and reformed on a smaller scale under provincial governors or
generals turned autonomous rulers, or even where local aristocratic power
became paramount, should not be equated, however, as it often has been,
with that particular type of regime that belongs within the fragmenta-
tion and disintegration range: feudalism. Here, more specifically, was a
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non-bureaucratic rule by a landed-military estate, directly emanating from
the military use of the horse.

WHAT IS FEUDALISM?

The meaning and applicability of the concept of feudalism are no-
toriously elusive. Historians have traced, and debated, the development
of feudalism in specific historical circumstances, predominantly medieval
Europe. But by professional inclination, historians of this region and period
have only a cursory interest in feudalism elsewhere in time and place, if they
do not regard the generalized framing of the question as wholly suspect.
Giants of social theory from Montesquieu to Marx and Weber have diftered
on the applicability and scope of the concept beyond Europe. Indeed,
more recently, the claim that major features traditionally associated with
European feudalism crystallized and formalized later than earlier has raised
questions about the concept of feudalism even with respect to the European
case itself.® In this mood it has almost become the vogue to hold that the
concept of feudalism was untenable—indeed, that in reality there never was
‘feudalism’. Whether or not they subscribed to such an extreme statement,
just to be on the safe side, many scholars nowadays simply tend to avoid
using the concept.

Obviously, if we venture to contribute anything to the understanding of
feudalism, it is by approaching it from the broad comparative perspective
and through the questions that guide this study. Scholars have addressed the
subject of what feudalism is mainly by listing its social, political, economic,
judicial, technological, and military features. However, a deeper, generalized
understanding of the conditions that brought feudalism into being, and
of how feudalism stood in relation to other historical social and military
regimes, has rarely been attempted. Indeed, assuming that there was such
a thing, would feudalism have been a one-time European idiosyncrasy or
would it have been a broader social category, also identifiable in other
societies? If the former is true, why was feudalism unique to medieval
Europe? If it was not, what was the feudal phenomenon that we ought to
have sought?

The first thing to bear in mind with respect to feudalism is that it was
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invariably a product of a state structure, and, provided that it did not lead
to the state’s complete disintegration, it remained a form of state structure,
albeit a segmentary one. Feudalism is not to be conflated with non-state,
wholly localized, kin-based chiefdoms.” On the contrary, it characteristic-
ally evolved in large states.® Nor, it should be noted, is feudalism to be
equated with aristocratic dominance in the countryside, which was pretty
much the rule in pre-modern state-societies. The more stratified these
societies were, the more weight the landed aristocracy carried—socially,
economically, politically, and militarily. It carried great weight because it
was rich and powerful, and possessed a host of retainers and slaves in a social
environment characterized by a graduated hierarchy of statuses and classes
among the judicially free population. Merovingian Francia and Anglo-
Saxon England are instances of such societies in early medieval Europe, but
examples from across time and space abound. These societies may have had
the potential to develop feudalism without being the same.” Similarly,
although scholars have rightly emphasized the backward agrarian character
of the feudal seigniorial-manorial economy, most pre-modern natural
economies did not develop that peculiar form of economic, political, and
judicial subjugation. What made feudalism special in the family of frag-
mented states dominated by the provincial aristocracy was that feudalism
arose as an elite equestrian military system for military purposes, and per-
petuated itself as such, usurping political power from the centre and reducing
the countryside’s population not merely to subservience but to servitude/
serfdom.

All standard definitions of feudalism specify that it involved the supremacy
of a specialized class of warriors, predominantly sustained by land allocation.
All these definitions, however, ignore a crucial trait of these warriors, which
is otherwise practically synonymous with feudalism—that is, that they were
invariably horsemen.'” Scholars have understandably recoiled from pinning
an entire, multifaceted social regime on an animal, however important
this animal may have been. They have avoided this even though European
teudalism was wholly identified with military horsemanship, and has even
been famously explained as such by some historians."" My own working
definition of feudalism is the following: feudalism consisted of the gravita-
tion of local-regional political and judicial power from the central authority
to equestrian warriors and lords sustained by land allocation. Feudalism
could only emerge:
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* in societies that possessed the horse

* in circumstances that granted the horse preference as an instrument
of war

* in large states with the most rudimentary small-scale agrarian economy,
states that lacked the economic and bureaucratic infrastructure to support
and administer the desired, but expensive, mounted troops by means other
than land allocation in return for military service—°‘rent’ was substituted

for ‘tax’.!?

All these three prerequisites had to be present for feudalism to evolve.

The crucial but insufficiently recognized factor here is this: in all pre-
modern states military expenditure constituted by far the largest item on,
often the large majority of, the state budget; and horsemen were the most
expensive military arm. Indeed, where the mounted arm was paramount,
running a state was pretty much tantamount to the ability to raise and
sustain that arm. It was this mammoth task that generated feudalism. To
cope with the task, states that possessed a poor administrative apparatus
and rudimentary, small-scale economy routinely resorted to decentralized
outsourcing. R egional office holders and local strongmen became territorial
lords, responsible for raising and leading the horsemen in their respective
territories. These lords, in turn, repeated the process downwards through
land allocation to subordinates. Only in the lowest tiers of this structure did
the network become sufficiently small scale for the lords in some feudal
systems (most notably Japan) to be able to keep their warriors with them on
rations and other payments in kind rather than further allocate land to them.
In most cases, however, the horsemen, too, were sustained by the granting of
revenue-yielding property, overwhelmingly land. The principle had a lot to
recommend itself. By directly linking warriors (and other service providers)
to sources of revenue, the state was able to shortcut and discard the need
to circulate revenue through the whole complex, expensive, and cumber-
some intermediate medium of administrative bureaucracy. Furthermore, the
benefactors served as a sort of managerial stratum of the allocated resources.
It 1s therefore not surprising that the principle was commonly practised in
pre-modern societies.

Recent historical scholarship has challenged key features traditionally
regarded as fundamental to the formation of European feudalism. It is
argued that during the ninth and tenth centuries much, if not most, of the
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land allocated to dignitaries and for the purpose of sustaining mounted
warriors did not entail a feudo-vassalic fief relationship. At the same time, it
1s claimed that military obligation to serve derived from the possession of
land in general, rather than from any particular contractual duty peculiar to
the fief. The formalization of the system on the basis of a feudo-vassalic
contractual relationship and fief obligations appears to have crystallized only
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, as kings and territorial magnates
attempted to reassert their authority over a landscape that had fragmented
out of their control.”” All the same, these important (and still debated)
insights, while significantly revising traditional understanding of the feudal
transformation, barely alter the principle involved, at least as suggested here.

The problem with land allocation—whatever its exact legal status—was
that it placed the means of payment in the hands of the service providers
rather than reserve them under central control. Thus, benefits could not be
stopped at will when the state wished to terminate the relationship or if the
benefactor failed to meet his obligations satisfactorily. The personal oath of
allegiance became such a prominent feature of feudal systems, most notably
the European from the eleventh century on, precisely because of the weak-
ness of the other means for ensuring that service would be provided. The
only significant but highly problematic guarantee of service was the balance
of power between the lord and the benefactor and the ultimate threat of the
fief being confiscated.'* Sitting on the means of payment and holding the
monopoly over armed force, members of the landed-equestrian elite over
time were able to extract hereditary rights of possession over their estates and,
indeed, appropriate for themselves political and judicial authority over the
peasants in the surrounding countryside, whom they reduced to servitude/
serfdom. Fortifying their places of residence and becoming castellans (as they
are referred to in Francia), they vastly strengthened their position vis-a-vis
both the higher authorities and the local population.

This was the feudal vicious circle: with the state attempting to short
cut the need to collect revenues and reallocate them again through central
bureaucratic—administrative machinery that it possessed, if at all, only
inadequately, the horsemen were directly plugged into the sources of
revenue in the countryside, only to take control over these sources and
countryside, further drying up the state’s income source and decreasing its
ability to sustain a central administrative system.”” And there was another,
final, twist that completely overturned the logic of a system that had been
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intended to secure a readily available force of professional warriors for the
state: the increasingly empowered landed—mounted warriors were often able
to impose a time restriction on their obligatory period of military service for
their masters, which in feudal Europe, for example, was limited to 40 days.

To be sure, central authorities in many state societies—from early ancient
Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt on—also allocated land to sustain foot
warriors. However, there was no feudalism other than horse feudalism, with
only landed horsemen having the potential of generating feudalism in
undeveloped agricultural societies—that is, grow to control their localities,
wrestling political and judicial power from the state’s central authorities.
The reason for this was not zoological but social-economic: sustaining a
horseman—and a heavily armoured one in particular—was far more costly
than sustaining a foot soldier, thus necessitating the allocation of a much
more substantial landed property, or ‘estate’. In societies for which records
exist, horsemen universally possessed, or were allocated, at least twice and up
to 15 times more land than infantrymen, with heavy, fully armoured elite
cavalry, whose members required a number of replacement horses and sev-
eral armed attendants, occupying the top range of this scale. Data on various
socleties are often obscure and interpretations vary, but the general picture is
clear enough. In Solon’s system of classes, horsemen possessed almost double
the income of well-off farmers who owned a pair of oxen, the backbone of
the hoplite army.'® On average, Roman equestrian colonists were allocated
twice as much land as infantrymen, whereas their census income during the
Late Republic was allegedly 10 times greater.'” Cavalrymen are reckoned to
have been allocated 4 times more land than infantrymen in Byzantium, and
the special heavy cavalrymen maybe 16 times more.'® During the Middle
Ages, property qualifications were over 10-18 hectares for infantry and
120-216 hectares for cavalry in the Carolingian realm, 2.5—4 times more
property for knights than heavy infantry in Henry II’s English army, and
five times more property for a knight than for an archer on the eve of the
Hundred Years War."”

Consequently, horsemen held an elevated economic and social status in
their localities, quite apart from their military position. Whether originally
the local rich and powerful of an agrarian society developed into an eques-
trian military class, or warriors were allocated equestrian estates by the state
in order to sustain them as horsemen (both processes variably intermixed),
the landed horsemen thereby constituted the local rich and powerful,

336



The Eurasian Spearhead: East, West, and the Steppe

whereas landed foot warriors did not. For this reason, only the former were
capable of becoming agents of processes of feudalization in all recognized
historical cases. As Max Weber, who stretches the concept of feudalism to
cover all sorts of landholding warriors, admits with respect to infantry fiefs:
‘The last-mentioned cases are functionally and also legally similar to the fief
proper without being the same, because even privileged peasants remain,
socially speaking, peasants or, at any rate, “common people”.””

Traditionally, scholarly opinion was more or less in agreement on the
designation feudalism with respect to only three historical cases. The earliest
of these in absolute chronology is China, following the introduction of the
horse and war chariot (and the wheel) from the Eurasian steppe in about
1200 BC. We have already seen that the Chinese state of the time was an
overlordship, where power was distributed among regional lords and their
retinues, who resided in fortified lodgings or ‘castle towns” and dominated
the local peasantry. The war chariot further increased the power of these
regional lords in relation to both the overlord and the peasantry. At first, the
number of chariots was small. Archaeological evidence of the late Shang
Dynasty shows that they mainly served a purpose for the king’s transport
and ceremonial activity. Even the Chou Dynasty from the west, whose
overthrow and replacement of the Shang as overlords about 1050 BC may
have been the result, at least in part, of their superiority in chariots, report-
edly possessed only some 300 chariots during the conquest. However, the
new overlords increasingly relied on the mounted arm to serve as a readily
available force, rapidly deployable through their vast realm. The old provin-
cial aristocracy transferred to chariots, and the Chou extensively allocated
new estates and created vassal states as a means of governing new territories.
The old conscript infantry militias declined in proportion to the military
and social rise of the mounted aristocracy. The feudal snowball was gather-
ing momentum. By the time of the later, eastern, Chou Dynasty (from
842 BC), the monarch’s effective power was confined to the royal domain.
By the so-called Spring and Autumn period (722-481 BC), the realm dis-
integrated into hundreds of practically autonomous polities, with rulers or
‘dukes’ who maintained only the semblance of vassal subservience to the
Chou overlord, to whom they swore allegiance. In the resulting anarchy,
the regional aristocratic chariot warriors (shi) engaged in endemic warfare
among themselves, cultivating typical knightly warrior ethics.”'

The two other, better-known cases of feudalism are the Japanese and
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the European; in both, the circumstances in which feudalism emerged
from the eighth century AD, and its trajectory, were remarkably similar. In
both the Japanese and Carolingian Frankish realms, society was small-scale
agricultural, practically non-urban and non-mercantile, and overwhelmingly
illiterate. Communications were also poor. In Europe, the legacy of Roman
civilization in all these fields had sharply declined after the Empire’s fall. In
Japan, the cultural imports from the Chinese civilization, although highly
significant, had nevertheless been confined to the centre and were superficial
in their penetration of the countryside and society. Growing into large-scale
state form only shortly earlier, both the Japanese and Carolingian states
possessed underdeveloped infrastructures to contend with the administrative
and military organization of their vast realms. Furthermore, both of them
had until then waged their wars mainly using short-term peasant militia
armies, and both found this instrument less suitable for their new, remote,
frontier wars. For the endemic raiding, counter-raiding, and manhunt oper-
ations against the tribal barbarians on its north-eastern frontier, who relied
heavily on horse archery, the Japanese state found standing horsemen
retinues of the provincial notables and large estate owners (shoen) far more
effective than the cumbersome and poorly motivated forces of peasant
conscripts. The Carolingian rulers—finding as their main military chal-
lenges warfare in remote frontier zones, mounted raiding by the Moslems
from Spain and the Hungarians, and maritime and river raiding from the
Northmen—similarly inclined towards readily available and fast-moving
cavalry as their most effective military force. Thus, both Japan and Francia
gradually but increasingly relied on mounted troops sustained by land
allocation, leaving their peasant infantry militias and conscript forces to
decline. Conscription was officially abolished in Japan in AD 792, whereas
the Carolingian rulers from around 800 on openly preferred the mobil-
ization of horsemen who would come under the command of regional
lords.

Again, in both cases the process of feudalization was to run its course
during the following centuries, even though its exact trajectory remains in
dispute. In Japan, where payments to the mounted warriors by the feudal
lords (daimyo) were more common than in Europe, the warriors controlled a
much smaller portion of the land, the oath of fealty played a less significant
role, the gap between lord and knight was wider, and warrior mobility
from one feudal master to another was greater.”> All these long-noted but
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little explained differences between Japanese and European feudalism were
closely interrelated. Land possession and political and judicial authority thus
devolved lower down the feudal hierarchy in Europe than in Japan, but the
principle was the same. Gradually, the regional lords and mounted warriors
extracted hereditary rights over their estates, extended social, political,
economic, and judicial domination over the countryside, reduced the free
peasants to servitude, and became a closed chivalrous aristocracy (samurai;
knights).” Central power was substantially diminished, in some places to
near insignificance.

In both Japan and Europe, feudalism evolved not only along largely
similar lines (also exhibited by the Chou Dynasty), but more or less during
the same period of time. The mounted warriors sustained by land allocation
in the countryside began to rise in significance in the eighth century AD,
with the feudalization of the system reaching a zenith in the eleventh to
twelfth centuries in western Europe and in the fourteenth to sixteenth
centuries in Japan. This parallelism can be attributed not merely to similar
general circumstances prevailing in both Japan and Europe, but to the simul-
taneous spread through Eurasia of a new invention, the stirrups, the diffusion
of which was more or less simultaneously felt at both ends of the landmass.
In a brilliant article, historian of technology Lynn White has argued that, by
stabilizing the horseman on his mount, the stirrups made possible enhanced
shock tactics with lance locked under the rider’s arm, rendering cavalry that
much more eftective. According to White, this development laid the ground
for the growth of feudalism in western Europe (and, by implication, also in
other places, such as Japan).** Indeed, the notion that enhanced cavalry
power inaugurated not only feudalism but the Middle Ages in general is
well entrenched in many minds.

In actuality, however, even though the stirrups indisputably enhanced
cavalry’s effectiveness and contributed at least something to its ascendancy,
their effect has been greatly overestimated. In contrast to popular belief,
horsepower did not have that much to do with the fall of the Roman
Empire, and the stirrups (only diffusing after AD 500) had none at all. The
Battle of Adrianople (AD 378), where the Gothic—pre-stirrups—cavalry
took the Roman army from the flank and by surprise as the legions were
attacking the Gothic infantry and wagon camp, leading to the Romans’
annihilation, is largely responsible for this misconception, as if the battle
inaugurated the ‘Age of Cavalry’.” In fact, quite a number of battles in
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antiquity had been decided by a similar cavalry ‘hammer and anvil’ action
(Alexander’s, and—involving Rome—Cannae and Zama, to mention but
a few well-known instances). Furthermore, Adrianople was a traumatic but
isolated episode in Rome’s fall. The Goths from the Ukrainian steppe indeed
possessed a strong cavalry arm, but the great majority of the Germanic
peoples who invaded and dismantled the Western Empire in the fifth
century AD primarily consisted of tribal foot warriors. Indeed, their reliance
on cavalry was one reason for the Goths’ ultimate defeat by the Frankish
infantry.*

As for the rise of feudalism, scholars have shown that the diffusion of
the stirrups in the Frankish realm was probably considerably slower than
what White has suggested, proceeding gradually during the ninth and tenth
centuries, after Charles Martel had initiated land allocation for cavalry
towards the mid-eighth century. The adoption of the high saddle and the
employment of the lance in the locked under-arm position for shock tactics

=
o‘ \
.1.0'

)

4
-
AN

.-..03

Charging heavy cavalry c. 925. Note their stirrups (not available to the
opposing formation)
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appeared even later, in the twelfth century.” In Japan, the rising horse
warriors were in any case mounted archers rather than lancers. Furthermore,
as we have already seen in Chapter 10 and see later, by the late European
Middle Ages, the equestrian elite would be defeated by infantry armies
employing the same old and simple mass tactics used in antiquity. It thus
appears that, rather than being a consequence of the stirrups, Martel’s meas-
ures, the ascendancy of cavalry, and the rise of feudalism were related to the
particular economic, social, political, and strategic factors specified above as
conducive to feudalism, factors that prevailed in both medieval Europe and
medieval Japan. Indeed, it is noteworthy that across the Eurasian landmass it
was only in Europe and Japan that feudalism emerged as a full-blown system.
This indicates a similarity in conditions between the two regions, which also
warrants the extension of the designation medieval to Japan, alone of all the
other regions of the world to which this European periodization is arbitrar-
ily applied, because their developed and urban civilizations proceeded pretty
much as before.

But why, as most scholars more or less agree, did feudal regimes par
excellence materialize only in two or three cases in history? According to
the argument advanced here, it was the scarce combination of all of the
above-mentioned necessary preconditions for the emergence of feudalism
that explains its distribution and relative rarity. In all other state-societies
that possessed the horse, full-blown feudalism did not evolve because:

* strategic conditions did not favour mounted troops, and/or

¢ the populace—rural or civic—was able to uphold its social and military
status vis-a-vis the mounted elite, and/or

* the society was sufficiently developed in terms of the economy, commu-
nications, urbanism, and literacy to produce the infrastructure required
by the central state authority to sustain and administer the armed forces
directly, relying on its own revenues and bureaucratic system.

They were thus able to avoid the drift down the slippery slope of military
and economic power outsourcing and political fragmentation, so detrimental
to the central authority.

The fundamental significance of these preconditions for feudalism is
demonstrated by many more cases of state-societies that incorporated feudal
traits or were even ‘semi-feudal’, without reaching the feudal ‘pure model’
exhibited by Chou Dynasty China, medieval Europe, and medieval Japan.
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These ‘semi-feudal’ societies have regularly confounded scholarly discussion
about feudalism’s wider applicability. Consequently, narrow and broad defi-
nitions of feudalism emerged. The narrowest, originating with Montesquieu,
confined the concept to Europe. To this, Marx and most modern scholars
added the one or two other cases of the ‘pure model’ and, reservedly,
possibly a few more proximate cases.”® Yet broader concepts of feudalism,
originating with Voltaire and developed by Weber and many Marxists,
employed a looser frame to incorporate wider categories of landed—military
aristocratic dominance in ‘semi-feudal’ cases.” But how does this feudal
‘gradualism’ impinge on our understanding of the deeper causes of the
feudal phenomenon?

According to the line of explanation pursued here, feudal traits and even
‘semi-feudal’ systems existed where the preconditions for feudalism only
partly materialized. Most typically, partially feudal states relied on the landed
elite—or, indeed, initiated a systematic policy of land allocation—for the
maintenance of their mounted troops, because of the system’s economic
simplicity and/or on account of the central authority’s need to compromise
with and accommodate the regional power holders. However, partially feu-
dal states presided over a more developed commercial, urban, and literate
society than that characteristic of the ‘pure model’. Consequently, they
possessed central bureaucratic and tax-collecting systems to a degree that
made it possible for the central authority also to rely on its own revenues
and raise troops from sources other than the feudal. In addition, the central
authority was more capable of administering the landed horsemen directly,
through its own command and administrative structure, rather than being
obliged to rely on a landed—feudal hierarchy. Therefore, the economic—
administrative principle of land allocation for raising horsemen, with the
usurpation and fragmentation of political power, which is feudalism, that
it brought in its train, was not allowed to take over entirely. Instead, this
principle and, hence, feudal tendencies remained balanced and constrained
by other methods used for financing and raising troops. A more mixed
social, political, and military equilibrium, and, thus, a more centralized state,
was the result. The landed horsemen, although certainly powerful both
militarily and socially, often enough so as to secure hereditary rights over
their land and a degree of domination over the countryside, were less
successful in appropriating political and judicial authority to the virtual
fragmentation of the central state.”
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It thus turns out that feudalism stemmed from one of the options open
to large states for raising and sustaining the costly mounted arm—their most
significant military, economic, and administrative task—indeed, that it was a
consequence of the ‘primitive’ option, which, in the absence of a developed
central economic—bureaucratic infrastructure, plugged the horsemen directly
into the sources of revenue in the countryside. Contrary to the implication
of the simple Marxist model of the Communist Manifesto, feudalism does
not represent a ‘higher’ evolutionary stage in relation to ancient society in
world history. True, in medieval Europe and Japan feudalism emerged after
‘antiquity’ (and may or may not have been more conducive to the subsequent
growth of capitalism). But in Europe it evolved in backward Germanic
state-societies only in the wake of the unrelated collapse of the advanced
literate, urban, moneyed, and bureaucratic societies of classical Mediter-
ranean antiquity centuries earlier. And in Japan feudalism gained power at
the expense of a newly created large centralized state that was economically
and socially more or less as underdeveloped as its feudal successor—its
rudimentary, imported (Chinese) civilization notwithstanding.

Indeed, China is an instructive case in point, because there feudalism
evolved in the ‘right order’ during the Spring and Autumn period (722—481
BC), out of an archaic imperial overlordship (Shang/Chou), similar to that in
Japan and the Carolingian domain, but, as we see, before the centralized—
bureaucratic—urban—moneyed states of classical China that would replace
it.”" Thereafter, in later Chinese history, even during periods of imperial
disunity and political fragmentation and disintegration, feudalism was never
to re-emerge as anything near the ‘pure model’. In contrast to medieval
Europe, sufficient levels of urbanism, commercialism, and literacy survived
during China’s periods of disunity to support bureaucratic—administrative—
moneyed systems in splinter states and at the service of regional warlords.”

SEMI-FEUDAL AND CENTRALIZED-
BUREAUCRATIC MILITARY SYSTEMS

Feudalism thus serves to highlight the more general topic of the
centralization—fragmentation continuum of state structure and of the organ-
ization of armed forces,a continuum that extended to include partially feudal
and more fully bureaucratic regime types. This continuum is demonstrated
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by the civilizations of the ancient Near East, when the war chariot was
introduced into them from the mid-seventeenth century BC. While effect-
ing as sweeping a revolution in military affairs as it would in Chou China,
the chariot’s incorporation into the region’s various polities produced a
diversity of political-administrative—military regimes, depending on the
particular circumstances of each case.”

Information is uneven and patchy. For instance, we know little about
the internal structure of the powerful Mitanni-Hurrian empire in eastern
Anatolia—northern Mesopotamia (late sixteenth to late fourteenth centuries
BC). Its possibly Aryan equestrian elite, apparently arriving from the north,
via Iran, may have comprised the force that introduced the war chariot
into the ancient Near East. The evidence suggests that the kingdom’s elite
chariot warriors (mariyannu) were sustained by landed estates, and that the
monarch mainly functioned as a military overlord. Still, how the landed
equestrian elite stood in relation to the rest of society and to what extent the
system was feudal remain in the dark.*

Information about the New Hittite Empire (about 1420 to about
1200 BC), which succeeded Mitanni as the predominant power in the north
of the Fertile Crescent, is more abundant. In Chapter 10 we saw that the
Hittite Empire had emerged as, and largely remained, an overlordship. Yet
the Hittite Great Kings possessed a sufficiently developed bureaucratic
apparatus and vast treasures, derived from taxation as well as from tribute and
booty. They were thus able to retain their predominance over the realm
and keep regional aristocratic power holders in check. The mounted arm
increasingly grew in strength and significance during the New Kingdom’s
lifetime, expanding from hundreds of chariots to thousands, as campaigning
became increasingly long distance and directed into the Syrian and north
Mesopotamian plains. According to Egyptian records, 3,500 Hittite and
allied chariots participated in the Battle of Kadesh (1285 or 1274 BC) against
Pharaoh Ramesses I1.>> However, in addition to the mounted semi-feudal
aristocratic vassals and their retinues, the king directly commanded regular
armed troops in the form of a royal guard and mercenary forces paid in
money and in kind (rations). He also maintained frontier garrisons, sup-
ported by either or both systems of land allocation and rations. And he was
in control of the labour and militia service of the peasants, who, although
socially subservient and possibly declining in military significance in view of
all the above, were never reduced to servitude to the aristocracy. Semi-feudal,
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bureaucratic, moneyed, and conscript elements were intermixed and mutu-
ally balanced within the Hittite state structure, with the central authority
retaining its ascendancy.™

State structure of Egypt in the New Kingdom, the third great power
of the age of the chariot and, successively, Mitanni’s and Hatti’s rival for
domination in the Levant, was yet more centralized. With her relatively
homogeneous and isolated territory traversed by the Nile communication
highway, her developed literate bureaucracy, and her powerful monarchy
traditionally reinforcing each other to produce a highly centralized state,
Egypt of the New Kingdom established a centralized chariot force. For
Egypt, too, the great power struggle involved distant campaigning in the
Levant, and the deployment of chariots, paid garrisons and mercenaries, and
conscript peasants. Here, too, the chariot force was an elite corps, growing
to thousands by the fifteenth to thirteenth centuries BC. However, in Egypt,
the warriors who rode the chariots constituted a service elite, which served
in state facilities and in the court. As in all agrarian societies, the granting
of land was, of course, a principal means for remunerating this mounted
warrior elite, but other means of payment, in cash and in kind, were also
used. The mounted warrior came with his chariot, but much of the facilities
were concentrated in a system of royal stables, from which firm central
command was exercised.”’

In the major ‘palace’-city petty-states of the Levant and the Aegean, the
chariot forces were similarly or even more centralized. Mercantile, wealthy,
and territorially small, these polities were highly centralized and bureau-
cratically run. The mounted warrior elite in many of them (the Hurrian
term ‘mariyanny’ was borrowed throughout the Levant) rode chariots that
were owned by the state and minutely supervised by its central apparatus.
As in late medieval Europe, the aristocratic—military horsemen appear to
have been maintained at various statuses and by a variety of remuneration
methods, including direct payments and land allocation. The petty-states’
arsenals ranged from a few dozen chariots to hundreds among the most
powerful and the regional hegemons, such as Ugarit and Hazor in the
Levant and Mycenae and Knossos in the Aegean. Pharaoh Tuthmosis 111
boasted of taking 894 chariots from a Levantine coalition in the Battle of
Megiddo (1468 or 1457 BC), whereas his successor Amenophis II claimed
to have captured 730 and 1,092 chariots in his two Levant campaigns.”

The shift from chariots to horseback riding for military purposes (initially
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the two equestrian forms everywhere coexisted for a few centuries) barely
affected the parameters of the fragmentation—centralization continuum of
state structure. This continuum extended from the relatively rare cases of
‘pure’ feudalism for sustaining the expensive cavalry arm, to the semi-feudal,
to more fully bureaucratic systems of more highly developed polities.
Muilitary horseback riding was first introduced into the civilizations of the
ancient Near East during the ninth century BC, apparently from the Ukrain-
ian—west Asian steppe to their north. It was incorporated into the armies of
the Assyrian Empire, the mightiest power of the day, in a fairly centralized—
bureaucratic form. In Assyria, as elsewhere, the aristocracy was mainly
equestrian, riding first war chariots and later also horseback. However, des-
pite periodical lapses, royal power was sufficiently strong to prevent the
feudalization of the realm. Furthermore, as Assyria had become a huge trib-
ute-extracting machine, much of the cavalry during the later Empire (mid-
eighth to seventh centuries BC) consisted of paid professionals/mercenaries.
The procurement and raising in large farms of the tens of thousands of
horses that the army required became a major state industry, bureaucratic-
ally run by a highly developed state apparatus.”

By comparison,in politically and economically less developed states on the
Assyrian marches, feudal forms were variably intermixed with state-centred
means and methods for raising troops. We know far too little to be able
to establish in any detail the social, political, and military structure of the
wealthy Lydian empire, which dominated western Anatolia on the strength
of its mounted lancers from the seventh to the mid-sixth centuries BC, when
it was crushed by Cyrus the Great of Persia (Herodotus 1.79). However,
knowledge about the successive Iranian great powers is somewhat richer.

The Median state was the earliest of these. It was created from six tribes
and dozens of petty-states centred on citadel towns that crystallized as
an overlordship in 673 BC, in response to protracted Assyrian pressure. It
allied with Chaldaean Babylon finally to destroy Assyria in the late seventh
century, further expanding its suzerainty over the various peoples of Iran
and eastern Anatolia. As with all the powers of the region, Media had striven
to emulate the Assyrian military system, combining shock and missile infan-
try, horsemen, and siege and engineering corps. Apparently, all free men
were liable for service, and the wealth that the king collected from booty,
tribute, and taxation also made it possible for him to pay for some perma-
nent household and garrison troops. The power of the landed aristocracy and
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its retinues, which provided most of the cavalry and much of the military
leadership, thus appears to have been checked within a ‘mixed’ state struc-
ture. All the same, the aristocracy remained very powerful, and perhaps even
gained in strength as it accumulated great wealth with the empire. Indeed,
when the Median aristocracy grew dissatisfied with the monarch Astyages,
who had attempted to curb its power, it switched its allegiance to the
Achaemenid Cyrus of Persia, a country neighbouring and hitherto depend-
ent on Media, and of a close Indo-Iranian ethnicity, assisting Cyrus into the
throne of a combined Persian—Median empire (550 BC).*"

Under Cyrus and his successors, the empire expanded over the entire
ancient Near East, incorporating its great centres of civilization. But with
the empire now in command of fabulous wealth, the commercial and
literate resources of major urban centres, and a developed road system
constructed by the state, Darius I (522—486 BC) made it increasingly bureau-
cratic, curbing the power of the aristocracy. According to our mainly Greek
sources, a central permanent army of perhaps 10,000 cavalry and 10,000
infantry was established, in addition to garrison troops positioned in key
locations throughout the empire, some of them foreign mercenaries.
Together with money payments, land allotment remained one of the
methods for supporting semi-permanent troops of all arms, especially in the
provinces. Levied troops were also called up to augment the standing army
in large-scale campaigns and emergencies. The king continued to grant
large estates to his favourites, and the Persian—-Median landed equestrian
aristocracy in general remained rich and influential. However, it took its
place as a service elite within the state’s apparatus, in the imperial royal
palaces and capital cities or in ruling the imperial provinces.*'

As empires periodically re-emerged in subsequent Iranian history, they
exhibited much the same features as their Median and early Achaemenid
predecessors. In both the Parthian and Sasanian empires (247 BC to AD 224
and AD 224-651, respectively), the great landed aristocracy and its mounted
retinues constituted the state’s elite fighting force, maintaining a strained
balance with the central authority. The infantry mass, called up from among
the free men, was secondary and subservient to the mounted aristocracy.
The more these empires expanded to include important urban centres
(mainly Hellenistic and Mesopotamian) beyond the Iranian upland plateau
and the more the kings were able to rely on the taxation of land and trade
to raise household troops and hire foreign mercenaries, the more successful
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they were in tilting the balance in favour of the central royal power in these
semi-feudal states.* In the subsequent Turkic—Iranian empire of the Safavids
(AD 1501-1736), the shahs undertook similar measures to curb the power of
the tribal-feudal aristocracy.®

In the old Near Eastern centres of civilization and urbanism, the balance
unsurprisingly tilted yet farther in favour of the central state authority. The
fief system for sustaining cavalry was widely used, producing processes of
feudalization in some periods and regions. However, states overall were in
command of more developed economic and administrative infrastructures,
and were thus more successful in keeping the system in check. Even the
beneficium itself incorporated more advanced, financial means in comparison
to the landed fief of the European natural economy, often consisting of
income from commercial and industrial enterprises (the Byzantine pronoia,
Arab igta, and Turkish timar).**

The Byzantine Empire, for example, relied extensively on land allotment
to both infantry and cavalry, with the expensive-to-maintain cavalry receiv-
ing farms that were five times larger than those of the infantry. However, the
wealthy empire also paid for a strong central army (which expanded and
shrank with the changing fortunes of the empire during its 1,000-year
history) and for foreign mercenaries, and was highly bureaucratic. Con-
sequently, the relatively affluent holders of cavalry fiefs never really had the
space to grow into feudal strongmen.” In the wake of the Arab conquest
in the seventh century AD, the lands of Islam were ruled by the elite tribal
nomads and paid warrior contingents, centred on garrison towns. Later,
however, the fief system was extensively practised, tenuously balanced by the
ruler’s household troops and paid mercenaries. Here and there, a decline of
central power and processes of feudalization went hand in hand.*

The Ottoman Empire, expanding over the entire region from the second
half of the fifteenth century AD, also resorted to extensive fief allocation for
sustaining its mounted warriors (sipahi), which in its peak, in the sixteenth
century, reached 100,000-120,000. But, again, the sultans possessed a strong
central standing infantry force (janissaries), provincial garrison troops, and
well-developed professional services, all maintained on the empire’s enor-
mous wealth. Furthermore, the sultans were able to draw on the human
resources of the subject provinces for the creation of the administrative
machinery that governed the empire. Only during the decline of the
empire did the sipahi win hereditary rights and greater domination of their
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localities, which resulted in deepening processes of feudalization. They also
increasingly evaded military service.” The structure and development of
imperial polities on the Indian subcontinent was fairly similar.*

All this also accords with the trajectory of that model case of feudalism,
the European. If it was the relative backwardness of the economic and
bureaucratic infrastructure of the Frankish state that set the process of
feudalization in motion once the military demand for cavalry increased, it
was precisely the growth of that infrastructure in the new European mon-
archies that progressively rolled feudalism back. It was this rather than any
particular, externally or internally induced, economic crisis within the
seigniorial-manorial ‘mode of production’ that brought about its decline.*
As feudalism was reaching its peak in the eleventh to twelfth centuries AD,
the rise of the cities and the revival of trade began to provide rulers with
both revenue sources and administrative skills. Thus, first territorial mag-
nates and, by the late Middle Ages, monarchs were more and more able to
expand their household troops, which they increasingly kept on salaries, to
hire foreign mercenaries, to keep feudal levies in service for longer periods
of time on cash payments, and to revive national militia infantry armies
of free men, both civic and rural. They increasingly imposed taxes and
expanded the administrative apparatus intended for supervision over all this,
as well as employing private entrepreneurs on market principles.”’ They
steadily grew in power vis-a-vis the feudal aristocracy, in a process that was
as self-reinforcing as feudalization had been. Consequently, beginning from
the thirteenth century, the European system no longer approximated the
‘pure’ feudal model, but transformed into the ‘semi-feudal’, estate, or cor-
porate state; that is, it included strong feudal features and elements alongside
other—civic, moneyed, and centralized—bureaucratic—methods for raising
troops and ruling the country. As the process would run its course during
the early modern period, the old feudal aristocracy would increasingly
transform into a service aristocracy, manning the upper echelons of the
state’s machinery in the bureaucracy and armed forces. Thus the erosion of
Europe’s ‘pure feudalism’, similar to European feudalism itself, should not
be viewed in isolation, but considered within a much wider, comparative
context and in the light of the fundamental preconditions that brought
feudalism into being.

Finally, there were the most centralized—bureaucratic political-military
regimes. In China, for example, in a process that in many ways resembled the
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one that took place in late medieval Europe, the complete feudalization
and fragmentation of the system during the Spring and Autumn period
(722—481 BC) was reversed during the Warring States period (fifth century
to 221 BC). Central states’ authorities, largely drawing on the economic and
human resources of emergent urbanism, consolidated the realm into a small
number of increasingly centralized, bureaucratically run states. The largest
of these states possessed chariot forces that numbered in the thousands
(comparable to the great powers of the ancient Near East) and that were
increasingly controlled by central administration. As China was united by
the most centralized of these states, the Ch’in, the new empire under the
Ch’in (221-206 BC) and Han (from 206 BC) Dynasties created a strongly
bureaucratic type of regime. In its army of conscripts, the cavalry (which had
replaced charioteers) was just another arm, and, as in Assyria, a special state
bureaucracy took care of the procurement and raising in huge state farms of
the army’s hundreds of thousands of horses.”’

In Rome, too, the aristocracy comprised the cavalry during much of
the Republic, although, as already seen, in warfare among city-states, in
rugged terrain, and over relatively short distances, the cavalry’s military
prowess diminished. All the same, as the Roman army was professionalized
during the Late Republic and under the Empire, the cavalry, as in Imperial
China, became just another arm. In both these cases of centralized bureau-
cratization, aristocratic social supremacy and the mounted arm would
become largely disassociated from each other. Rather than consisting of
knights and cavaliers of all sorts and designations, the mounted arm would
become simply cavalry.

STATE-ORGANIZED INFANTRY ARMIES
AND THE DECLINE OF KNIGHTLY POWER

Given the right social and political conditions and strategic demand,
sufficiently powerful central state authorities were also capable of creating
effective mass infantry armies. As already seen, the problem of the masses
was that they were widely dispersed in the countryside. Therefore, being
barely capable of co-operating against aristocratic dominance, they were
easily reduced to subservience. For this reason, formidable infantry armies
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were mostly to be expected in small-scale and relatively egalitarian tribal
societies, or in city-states, where urban concentration empowered the popu-
lace vis-a-vis the aristocracy. However, the political organization of the
masses for war, achievable from below in small-scale polities, could also be
achieved from above in large-scale ‘country’ states. In addition to their role
in foreign wars, mass infantry armies raised by the central authorities of large
states curbed the power of the mounted aristocracy, strengthening the first
and third elements in the monarchy—aristocracy—populace dynamic power
triangle.

As mentioned earlier, when operating on suitable ground and employing
appropriate tactics, infantry armies were more than a match for horsemen.
Furthermore, they were far cheaper to maintain and, thus, could be mobilized
en masse. The highly expensive horsemen—most notably of the knightly
type—necessarily comprised a small elite force. Estimates in various histor-
ical cases indicate that there was one knight for every 500—1,000 people in
society (0.1-0.2 per cent of the population), with an average of two to three
armed attendants accompanying each knight. Individual estimates are tenu-
ous, but, taken together, they again tend to converge. There were about
9,000 knights to a population of perhaps 10 million (about 0.1 per cent) in
the German Empire in AD 981,% and 5,000-6,000 knights to 2.5 million
people (about 0.2 per cent) in an exceptionally centralized England in
1166.> France’s population in 1300 of about 16 million should thus have
been able to support roughly 16,000-32,000 knights, which agrees with
prevailing estimates. The Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem in the twelfth
century, with a population of less than half a million, maintained some
600 knights (0.15 per cent). To these were added a similar number of
knights who belonged to the military—monastic orders that drew most
of their income from abroad.’* In Japan around 1200, with a population
of about 7.5 million, there were perhaps 5,000—6,000 samurai (less than
0.1 per cent).”” Possessing a richer and probably more efficient economy
than that of high feudal Europe or Japan, the Ottoman Empire around
1600, with a population of some 28 million people, sustained some
100,000-120,000 sipahi (0.35—0.4 per cent).”® Similar ratios seem to have
applied to chariots. Such a small elite force could become highly vulnerable
when faced by effective infantry armies.

Scholars are not sure exactly what suddenly, around 1200 BC, brought
down the chariot polities of the Late Bronze Age throughout the eastern
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Mediterranean, such as the Mycenaean petty-states, the Hittite Empire, and
the city-states of the Levant. The evidence strongly suggests that this was
the making of the Sea Peoples, an assortment of tribal hosts and war bands
from the Aegean and Anatolian marches of the civilized zone. The repre-
sentations of these people on Egyptian reliefs show that they were foot
warriors. According to one theory, the polities of the day fell victim to their
increasing overdependence on their elite chariot forces, which the maraud-
ing hosts proved capable of neutralizing and destroying.”” We know from
written Egyptian records that it had been precisely as fast-moving sword
and javelin-throwing skirmishers, called ‘runners’, accompanying the cha-
riots into battle with the aim of disrupting the opposite chariot force, that
warrior bands from these peoples excelled. They had been regularly
employed in that role as mercenaries in the armies of the pharaohs. Tell-
ingly, the only eastern Mediterranean power that survived the onslaught
was Egypt herself, which may have been somewhat less dependent on the
elite aristocratic chariot force, dominant in her armies as it surely was. In
the two great battles, on land and in the Nile Delta, in which her army
defeated the invaders, Egypt’s native foot archers played a leading role and
apparently proved decisive.

The Egyptian peasants were, however, far too subservient—to the state if
not to the aristocracy—to constitute first-class infantrymen. It was above all

Ramesses III’s land battle against the Sea Peoples, early twelfth century BC. Note the
ox-drawn disc-wheeled carts, carrying the Sea Peoples’ families, and the role of
Egyptian infantry. Relief at Medinet Habu. (For the sea battle see p. 221)
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the Assyrian monarchy that in the ensuing period succeeded in mobilizing
its free population into military service. It thus created highly effective
mass infantry that complemented the chariots and cavalry in a large well-
organized combined-arms force, granting Assyria unprecedented ascend-
ancy over the entire ancient Near East. This meant that the dry-farming
Assyrian freeholder, although living in a highly stratified society and subject
to the state’s dictates, retained a higher social status than was commonly the
case in other polities of the region. Only with the later empire, as professionals
increasingly took over and the enormous inflow of wealth accentuated
social stratification in Assyria, did her class of freeholders progressively erode
and lose ground.”

Sennacherib’s army at the Siege of Lachish in Judea (701 BC). Assyrian light and heavy
missile and shock infantry. Note the siege ramps and battering rams, the conquered
population leaving for exile, and the impaled victims
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In the China of the Warring States period, the growing centralized—
bureaucratic monarchies also established infantry armies of conscript pea-
sants, organized and commanded by the state. Conjointly, the peasants were
freed from their subservience to the aristocracy and were granted private
possession of their land. This was a central element in the process by which
feudalism was crushed and huge combined-arms state armies were created,
vying with each other for supremacy, until the State of Ch’in, which pushed
this process the furthest, conquered all the others and united China. Ch’in
was an extremely ruthless and despotic state. But its rulers, and those of the
subsequent, more moderate and enlightened Han Dynasty, took special care
to safeguard the class of small peasants, which they regarded as the economic
and military backbone of the state. Only during the later Han did land
accumulation in large estates bring about a decline of the small peasantry,
which in turn contributed to the decline of the militia armies.”

Ch’in’s mass infantry armies (and cavalry), remarkably represented by the thousands of
terracotta figures in the Xi’an grave of China’s First Emperor

Macedonia, Europe’s earliest nation-state, is another case in point. In a
typical process of state and nation building during the fifth and first half of
the fourth centuries BC, she was welded together by the Macedonian mon-
archy from a thinly populated tribal kingdom of shepherds and peasants on
the semi-barbarian march of the Greek world. Its growth had been fostered
by vassalage to Persia in the late sixth and early fifth centuries; by cultural
imports and political and economic contact with the Greeks in the south,
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including military friction on the Aegean seashore, dominated by Athens,
and by endemic warfare with raiding Thracian and Illyrian tribal war hosts
in the northern provinces. All these strengthened monarchic power. Trad-
itionally, the Macedonian war host primarily consisted of the mounted
tribal aristocracy and its retinues, with equestrian skills that had been highly
developed in the open and sparsely cultivated Macedonia. However, by the
fourth century BC, more sedentary agriculture had taken root in the southern
part of the country, and towns had grown and expanded with active monar-
chic support. King Philip II, who had been educated at Thebes, was able to
draw on these resources, raising money and creating virtually from scratch
a phalanx army of peasant and city conscripts, which steadily gained in
experience and confidence in the king’s unceasing wars. Carefully husband-
ing his kingdom’s modest resources, Philip expanded his realm over his
tribal and Greek neighbours, acquiring new subjects and dependent allies.
As his power grew, the Macedonian aristocracy was drawn closer to the
court. It sent its children to be educated there and formed the state’s
first-rate ‘companion’ cavalry, which together with the new mass infantry
phalanx comprised the main body of Philip’s and Alexander’s war machine.
The freedom of the Macedonian peasant-soldiers, a vestige of the country’s
tribal heritage, was enhanced by, and became the cornerstone of, Macedo-
nian power and monarchic authority. In turn, the king had to pay heed to
the voice of the soldier assemblies as well as to the wishes of his aristocratic
‘companions’, until the imperial power and fabulous resources gained by
Alexander and his successors in the east would make the Macedonian—
Hellenistic monarchs more autocratic and less dependent on the wishes of
either of these groups.®

Finally, somewhat similar processes are discernable in the rise of central
royal authority in the European new monarchies of the late Middle Ages.
England is perhaps the most striking case. From the time of Henry II, the
kings of England reimposed the traditional obligation of militia service in
the infantry on the townsmen and yeoman freeholders, who had main-
tained their freedom alongside the feudal system. From the late thirteenth
century, in light of the experience gained in the wars in Scotland and Wales,
these troops were primarily trained with the longbow. It was they, rather
than the kingdom’s feudal cavalry, that proved decisive in the Hundred
Years War, soundly defeating, time and again, the French knightly army.
During that protracted struggle, both the English feudal levies and the
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yeomanry militia became professionalized—that is, the state maintained
them on a more permanent footing, based on money payment, booty, and
predatory extortion in the conquered territories.

Correspondingly, as the French monarchy was painfully getting its own
act together, King Charles VII created a national infantry militia army of
8,000 men (AD 1448), to be further expanded by Louis XI. However, this
major social-military reform was allowed to degenerate within one gener-
ation. As already mentioned, militia armies of the socially subservient were
both viewed as a threat by the aristocracy and of dubious military value—
the vicious circle of subservience that only a strong royal action might break.
Yet, having been impressed by the indomitable fighting spirit and deadly
effectiveness of the Swiss infantry of free peasants, who had crushed the
army and chivalrous cavalry of Charles the Bold, duke of Burgundy, the
kings of France opted for the easier and supposedly superior solution, hiring
the Swiss in large numbers to serve as France’s main infantry.®'

Indeed, it should be noted that, if the central authority sometimes allied
with the free populace to curb aristocratic power, it engaged here in a fine
balancing act, because the central authority even more routinely found itself
in a common front with the aristocracy in order to keep the populace in its
place. In most societies, the aristocracy was considered indispensable by the
state both for its paramount military role and as the upper stratum of a
social-political system based on the subservience of masses of tribute-paying
agrarian producers.”® Japan offers a particularly interesting example of the
above. As in Europe, Japan’s feudal system was transformed in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, as the large territorial lords (daimyo) raised strong
infantry armies of commoners, armed with pikes, halberds, crossbows, and,
from the 1540s, muskets. These armies increasingly dominated the battlefield,
eclipsing samurai military ascendancy. However, when Japan was united
by these means under the strong central government of the Tokugawa
Shogunate (1600—1868), the mixed absolutist—feudal regime now estab-
lished, while keeping the regional lords closely in check, also monopolized
military force in the hands of the samurai, abolishing budding municipal
autonomies and completely disarming the populace.”’ Isolated from the
rest of the world and, in consequence, free from the external constraints
of power politics that had facilitated the transformation of feudal Europe,
aristocratic—warrior rule in Japan was able to survive well into modernity.

Feudal and conscript levies thus alternated and mixed with foreign
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mercenaries and standing professionals in the military establishments of states
and empires. Having so far focused on the advent of military horsemanship
in the sedentary states of Eurasia—examining the social and political dimen-
sions of this process—I now broaden the frame to consider the wider factors
shaping states’ military systems.

THE GROWTH AND DECLINE OF EMPIRES

Large States, Imperial Armies

Reviewing the rise of the modern European state, sociologist Charles
Tilly summarized it in terms of more general applicability: “War made the
state, and the state made war.”®* As we have seen, the state was above all a
concentration of force elevated to a commanding position over society and
institutionalized, thus making possible yet greater mobilization of power
and resources through the imposition of taxes, corvée labour, and military
service. Furthermore, whatever other mechanisms—economic, social, or
religious—contributed to the formation of state authority in relatively small
and close-knit communities, military power and war were predominant in
the formation of larger states, which welded together distinct and different
communities, and, indeed, separate societies, ethnicities, cultures, and pol-
ities. In such expansions, the state was all the more an instrument of power,
ruling through conquest, subjugation, and coercion, at least until other
bonds of cohesion evolved. For, in due course, spreading state power had a
unifying effect on its realm, as contact and integration increased through the
binding effect of the state’s apparatus, state’s religion and language, improved
communications, cultural diffusion, elite integration, population movement,
larger-scale economy, and military service.”” The expansion of the state thus
had the effect of gradually diminishing tribal and local boundaries within
the same ethnos, and of reducing the differences between separate ethnies
in multi-ethnic states and empires, subsuming them within supra-ethnic
identities, even to the point of creating new, transformed, and larger ethnic
identities. Tilly’s dictum is therefore matched by another: ‘ethnicity made
states, and states made ethnicity.”*

To be sure, these processes took centuries to unfold, never eradicated local
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diversity, and regularly relapsed, as large states and empires disintegrated into
smaller political units and lower levels of integration. All the same, the
general evolution of civilization over time moved in this direction. And
Eurasia, where civilization grew the earliest and fastest, thereby produced
both explosive cultural diversity and the largest political units, with the
processes of cultural and ethnic amalgamation that these brought in their
train. Language, of course, is one of the most distinctive marks of cultural
diffusion. In Eurasia, lingual diversity is lower by a factor of four compared
with both Africa and the Americas.”” As we have already seen, many variables
increase lingual uniformity, the most significant being: open landscape; less
lush habitats; the original agricultural expansions; pastoralist expansions and
elite dominance; and, now we can add, state’s authority and expansion,
especially where literate civilization existed. In central Mexico, the Aztec
Empire’s short history, hegemonic rather than unified structure, and illiter-
acy meant that its native Nahuatl was only one of many dialects and lan-
guages, lacking the time to develop into an imperial lingua franca. Things
were similar in the Andes, even though the Inca Empire, while relying
heavily on the local elites, assumed a more direct rule. In the politically
fragmented Maya realm, some 30 languages of the Maya language family
remained in existence, despite a shared culture and a shared script.

In Eurasia, by comparison, we have already mentioned the centuries and
millennia long process of cultural unification in the Nile Valley through
nation-state building by the Egyptian monarchy. In the vast and much
more fragmented ancient Near East, a general political unification was first
imposed on the peoples of the region by imperial Assyria, after over two
millennia of civilization. In the process, King Tiglath-pileser III (744—727 BC)
substituted direct rule by bureaucratic imperial administration for Assyria’s
earlier hegemonic domination of dependent, tribute-paying states. He also
initiated massive deportations of conquered peoples, which greatly mixed
ethnicities across the entire region.”® As one imperial power followed another
in ruling the region, with only short relapses, from Assyrian times until
the twentieth century, empire-induced cultural suprastructures were being
forged above the local ones. Thus, for example, Aramaic (during the Assyrian,
Babylonian, and Persian empires), Greek, and Arabic, in succession, became
the region’s lingua franca, coexisting with, or replacing, the local languages
and dialects. In ‘China’, northern Mandarin state Chinese, assumed a similar
overarching status, above seven other related Chinese languages (and some
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130 languages of non-Chinese minorities), still spoken after more than two
millennia of imperial unification.”” Roman rule first took a few centuries
to Latinize the diverse ethnicities of Italy—who had earlier spoken dozens
of separate Italic languages—creating in effect an Italic people. It then took
several additional centuries to Latinize the western Mediterranean—south-
western Europe, forming a multi-ethnic but Latinized commonwealth.
(After writing this I was delighted to discover that Gibbon, in The Decline
and Fall of the Roman Empire, Chapter 2, had expressed the same view.) Only
the collapse of the Roman Empire put an end to this process, although
leaving behind the Latin family of languages, each evolving in its diverging
course, and a classical-Christian cultural heritage. Similar and numerous
smaller-scale processes of ethnic—cultural-lingual amalgamations through
state and nation building took place throughout Eurasian history.

Owing to the power advantage derived from size, larger states and
empires swallowed petty-states, with overlordship tending to give way to
direct rule, and both popular and aristocratic power losing ground in rela-
tion to autocracy. In the pre-modern world, before the advent of printing
communication and government by representatives, no large state was,
indeed was capable of being, democratic or republican, as tribal societies
and city-states could be (even, up to a point, when city-states turned
imperial). All large states were autocratic. It should be noted, however, that
although greater size translated into greater power, it also carried with it its
own weaknesses, including, and reflecting on, the military.

In Chapter 10 we saw that petty-states were capable of massive mobiliza-
tion of manpower for war. Their small size and the proximity of military
activity to home meant that military service was brief and seasonal, and
could be harmonized with the people’s civilian activities, most notably with
the rhythm of agricultural production. Brief campaigning close to home
and after harvest made logistics equally simple, because the militiamen
individually took care of a few days’ provisions, while also living off the
enemy’s land. To what degree the petty-state’s great mobilization potential
was realized and how effective the mobilized host was are another matter,
depending on the level of integration between state and people. In their
heyday as small-scale polities, agricultural city-states in which the populace
was co-opted were usually the most successful, raising cohesive militia
armies that incorporated a large portion of their free adult manhood or up
to a fifth of their total population.
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The larger the state, the less practical mass militia armies would become,
in the first place because of long distances. We have already seen this with
respect to imperial city-states. The mass of the population could not engage
in warfare in far away theatres of war, because this would have meant an
impossibly prolonged absence from their sources of livelihood. Logistics
became equally complex, necessitating elaborate arrangements by state
authorities, and imposing the most significant limitation on both the upper
size of armies and the scope of operations.”” Thus, although in absolute
figures greater state size translated into larger active military forces and
greater reserves—which gave larger states power advantage over small ones—
in relative terms small states were capable of more intensive mobilization.
Larger size produced lower marginal capacity for active force raising.
National armies could perpetually be kept in arms and war be made to pay
for itself only during spectacular, brief, and rare spates of military success
and expansion, such as were characteristic during periods of rapid empire
creation. Assyria, a highly developed looting and extortion machine, could
support her largely professionalized conscript militia in the field for longer,
and, since the days of Tiglath-pileser III, back it with fully professional
standing troops. War paid for war in a perpetual, ruthless cycle. In most cases,
however, after reaching the boundaries of viable expansion, empires neces-
sarily settled down into a more peaceful existence and had to devise more
economical military systems.

How then did large states go about constructing their military systems
under the inherent limitations that distance placed on their mobilization
capacity? One method was to call up only part of the country’s manpower
for active, longer militia service in time of war. If communities and extended
families were requested to provide only one warrior out of five, ten, or
twenty men of military age, the rest would be able to fill in for him on the
farmland and in other various trades, or simply pay for his upkeep during
the campaign. In large states, this method still produced a considerable num-
ber of warriors. During the Old Kingdom and thereafter, the Egyptian state
assigned to the district officials quotas for the levy in times of war. Even
during the New Kingdom, when more substantial professional troops were
maintained, the bulk of the pharaonic armies that were sent to the distant
Levant theatre of great power struggle seem to have comprised levied
Egyptian troops.”' The largest of these expeditionary armies numbered
some 20,000, a very strong force in the second millennium BC but still only
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a small fraction of Egypt’s total estimated population of about three million,
with her entire manhood in principle being liable for conscript service.

With some later states, the system was yet more strictly regulated and
able to produce yet larger numbers in response to greater military demands.
The Warring States of China (fifth century to 221 BC) were engaged in a
relentless power struggle. Imposing military service on their peasant popula-
tions, they drew on this resource to raise armies of many tens of thousands
and up to 100,000 warriors, out of hundreds of thousands of men eligible
for service, in populations that numbered in the millions for the largest of
them. In early imperial Japan, too, the laws of AD 689 and 702 prescribed
that one in every three or four men in every household was liable for the
draft.”” As we have already seen, mid-R epublican R ome, already an imperial
city-state with military commitments throughout the Italian peninsula (and
beyond it), regularly called up for service each year two consular armies,
comprising together 20,000 citizens and at least as many allied soldiers. This
has been reckoned to constitute about one in six to one in four of its free
adult manpower eligible for field service.” The Carolingian empire and
pre-Norman Anglo-Saxon state each called up a similar or smaller portion
of their free manpower liable for militia service as ‘select ban’ or ‘select fyrd’
for distant campaigning in time of war.”* An alternative or complementary
strategy for mobilizing the militia was to call it up in whatever region
happened to be closer to a particular theatre of war at a particular time. This
was often done, principally for the purpose of defence. However, the habit
of military service could be maintained only by regular mobilizations for,
and participation in, warfare, and militias would tend to decline in regions
where the habit died out.

United China under the Han Dynasty took the militia system a step
further by introducing universal active conscript service for all men at
the age of 23. After a year of training as infantry, cavalry, or sailors in their
native regions, the conscripts moved to spend another year in garrison duty,
frontier armies, or naval service. They were then discharged and called up
for training every eighth month until the age of 65 (later lowered to 56).”
The system had many advantages over the pure militia: by calling up all
young men for short-term active service, it created permanent forces
that were readily available for military action; it systematically trained the
empire’s entire manhood for war; and it decreased the disruption of eco-
nomic and family life. China was the only notable power to adopt such
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a system before the nineteenth century. All the same, in large states and
empires, including China, even advanced conscription—militia systems
proved to be problematic.

Empires needed standing armies, to quell revolts and for frontier service
in their vast territories. Rotating militia troops and even short-term con-
scription were ill-suited for this strategic requirement, for several reasons.
Perpetual rotation of troops to and from their assigned posts resulted in a
short period of actual service, leaving the militia conscripts little time to
become familiarized with the localities and their military tasks. Further-
more, most of the army would consist of raw recruits in the course of basic
training or newly trained, with very little military experience. To this was
added the problem of motivation, invariably low in large, anonymous,
autocratic—bureaucratic empires and with compulsory service far away from
home. All these would result in troops of dubious fighting quality. Thus, at
least for providing the required permanent element of the empire’s war
establishment, regularly rotated short-term recruits constituted an inefficient
and wasteful system. For standing troops, professionals offered better value
for money.

Empires thus opted for various mixes of professional, semi-professional,
and militia troops. The Roman imperial army of the first three centuries AD,
from Augustus to Diocletian, was unique in that it was wholly constituted of
full-time paid professionals. It has barely been noticed that no other great
power embraced a similar system until modern times.”® The 25-28 legions—
together with their full-time professional (non-citizen) auxiliaries, some
250,000-300,000 men in all—successfully safeguarded the empire from
both internal and external threats for a very long time, although further
substantial territorial expansion was practically relinquished after Augustus.
It has been argued that the ending of expansion accounts for the subsequent
decline of the Roman Empire, because there were no longer booty and
captive slaves to fill up the imperial treasure. This makes no sense, however,
because: systematic taxation of directly governed provinces was much more
efficient than predatory looting; Rome remained prosperous and safe until
the third century AD, two centuries after Augustus’s reign. Spread out along
the entire perimeter of the large Mediterranean empire, the professional
army that Augustus established proved sufficient for putting down national—
popular revolts within the Empire and for defending against raids from
highly fragmented barbarian marches.
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The Empire’s real problem, which we have already seen, was that its
presence was stimulating processes of larger tribal conglomeration in the
marches, resulting in stronger pressures on the imperial frontiers. By the
late third century AD, Emperor Diocletian found it necessary to almost
double the Empire’s military forces, which from then on numbered some
450,000-600,000 men. However, Augustus’s quarter of a million men had
not been an arbitrary figure but constituted the upper limit of what the
Empire was reasonably capable of paying for. An iron rule throughout
history—again, barely recognized, although already noted by Adam
Smith”—prescribed that no more than one per cent of a state’s population
(and normally less) could be sustained economically on a regular basis as
fully professional troops. With the population of the Roman Empire
declining from its estimated peak around AD 200 of about 46 million,”
Diocletian’s sharp increase severely strained the imperial budget. Further-
more, selling their loyalty to the highest bidder from among the contenders
to the imperial throne during the civil wars of the late second to third
centuries AD, the professional troops succeeded in considerably raising their
wages, as well as reaping other forms of subsidy. In addition to increasing
taxation in order to pay for the extra expense, the emperors were obliged to
adopt new military—organizational measures to supplement the old.

From the time of Diocletian’s successor, Emperor Constantine I, the
Roman imperial army was divided into two separate categories. The comi-
tatenses comprised a central reserve or mobile field army, and were fully paid
on the old principle. As the Empire found it increasingly difficult to pay for
them, these troops decreased in proportion to the rest of the army, number-
ing about half as many as the limitanei or frontier troops. As the limitanei were
intended for a more or less stationary role in their respective zones along the
frontier, a principle long used by other empires was introduced for their
upkeep. They were granted plots of land to cultivate, effectively turning
them into part-time soldiers/part-time farmers.” As the military profession
is economically non-productive, while mixing prolonged periods of pre-
paredness and deterrence with only occasional spates of active military
action, empires had long resorted to this principle of military colonists for
sustaining garrison and frontier troops by their own farm work. In mid-
Republican times, the Romans themselves had in effect resorted to this
principle in establishing citizen and Latin colonies as agricultural-military
strongholds in the midst of recently conquered Italian territory. Thus the

364



The Eurasian Spearhead: East, West, and the Steppe

late Roman Empire adopted the system of frontier colonist—soldiers not so
much because of strategic reasons as such, based on considerations of con-
centrated—mobile versus forward—frontier defence, as some scholars have
debated, but rather for economic reasons.*” More accurately, the strategic
configuration of frontier defence made possible this economic expediency
in the context of a rising demand for troops, an expediency that nevertheless
involved a significant compromise in terms of military effectiveness.

In the first place, the frontier soldier-farmers inevitably turned into
second-rate troops, inferior to the fully professional crack forces of the
former legion army and of the new mobile field army. And there was
another consequence. Ever since the establishment of a fully professional
army by Augustus, the Roman Empire had lacked any militia at all. Army
and civilian life were completely separate, and the civilian population of the
Empire entirely lost the habit of war.*' As we see later, such pacification
processes took place in all empires. As the barbarian pressure increased, the
Empire, which possessed no militia and with a standing army largely tied
up at the frontiers, had only about 100,000 troops in either its eastern or
western mobile field armies to contend with the various threats. This was
still a formidable number and may have sufficed—in fact did suffice despite
everything until the fifth century AD—if it were not for the materialization
of the worst case scenario, which the Empire’s military forces were not able
to withstand.

As mentioned earlier, large oppressive power relies on the fact that its
many enemies and those under its yoke, lacking a higher authority of their
own, are disunited and little capable of co-operating effectively. This was also
true of the Roman frontier, because, as Tacitus saw (Agricola 12),the Empire’s
barbarian neighbours, although coalescing into larger unions, remained
hopelessly divided both within and between their tribal confederations.
They were thus easily manipulated, or, if it came to war with one of them,
the imperial armies were able to fight and defeat the tribal enemy more or
less on its own. In the same way that the ‘general strike’ of all the workers,
which in principle looked like an assured recipe for bringing down capital-
ism at the turn of the twentieth century, never materialized for lack of a
truly binding central authority among the workers, capable of enforcing
such a grand move, the Roman barbarian neighbours never united for con-
certed action above the local level. They were, however, suddenly pushed
into it by an exterior force.

%)
(o)
Ul



War in Human Civilization

The arrival of the Hun horse nomads from the Eurasian steppe into
south-eastern and central Europe drove the terrified Germanic peoples en
masse into the Empire. The Gothic crossing of the Danube frontier into the
Balkans in AD 376 was to be surpassed on New Year’s Eve 406 by a yet
larger crossing, over the frozen Rhine into Gaul, by the Vandals, Alans, and
Suevi, followed by the Burgundians. The Roman standing armies, particu-
larly the mobile field forces, were too small to repulse these sweeping mass
migrations all across the imperial frontier, and a domino effect ensued.™ It
should be borne in mind that the invading hosts still comprised no more
than 15,000-25,000 warriors for each of the tribal confederations, with
a combined grand population total of perhaps 1 million for all of them.
These compared with a densely populated Roman Empire, the inhabitants
in the western part of which alone are estimated at 16 million, and of which,
in principle, millions were capable of bearing arms. This population had
been thoroughly Romanized and wanted the Empire to stay. In the fifth
century the emperors desperately attempted to re-activate this vast man-
power reservoir, issuing edicts that mobilized the urban population in
particular for manning the newly erected city walls. As the central authority
was losing control, provincial generals, notables, and aristocrats organized
the town and country people for local defence. All the same, pacified for so
long under the pax Romana and disassociated from any involvement in the
state, the Empire’s vast population remained on the whole passive, offering
little resistance to the invaders.*” The eastern Roman or Byzantine Empire
also had only its large but limited central field army (of which merely a few
tens of thousands were available) to confront the fairly modest forces of
Moslems from Arabia, once these had breached the limes. As that army
was defeated (AD 636), most of the Empire’s eastern provinces, with the
exception of Anatolia itself, fell into the hands of the invaders, with the
demilitarized civilian population again remaining mostly passive.*

This does not mean that other imperial military systems were superior
to the Roman or more successful in escaping inherent weaknesses and
dilemmas. The opposite, of course, is true. Most empires possessed a three-
tier army.* The first tier consisted of a relatively small nucleus of fully
professional troops, mainly comprising a central army/imperial guard. As
already mentioned, in the Achaemenid Persian Empire this central standing
force appears to have numbered some 20,000 troops, half of them horse and
half foot. According to Herodotus, they were called the ‘Immortals’, but his
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source probably confused the Persian word with a similar one meaning (the
king’s) ‘Companions’, which would make much more sense. In Han China,
a central standing professional army of roughly the same size as the Persian
one was stationed around the capital, augmenting the masses of conscripts.

The second tier consisted of garrison troops in the provinces and on the
frontier, to which empires widely applied the principle of military colonists.
Although most of the land allotment in return for semi-professional military
service was carried out in the frontier provinces, it was also variably practised
in the Empire’s heartlands, because the beneficiaries of this system proved
somewhat more committed to actually fighting than ordinary imperial
levied troops. The system is earliest attested to in Akkad and then in
Hammurabi’s Babylonia in the eighteenth century BC, as well as in the
Hittite Empire. It persisted in Mesopotamia in Assyrian and Chaldaean
times, was taken up by the Persian Empire, and later served the Hellenistic
kingdoms for sustaining their mostly Greek and Macedonian colonist—
soldiers. The same principle was widely used in China, becoming more
prominent during the later Han in inverse relation to the decline of the
conscript—militia forces. After a return to militia armies during the Sui and
T’ang Dynasties (AD 581-907), the institution of military colonists and
military families was revived by the later T ang, together creating a mixed
force pool of about 600,000. A more or less similar force structure was
maintained by all subsequent Chinese dynasties, for the same reasons that
had handicapped the militia in earlier times.* In Indian states, too, military
fief holders, maybe those referred to in Kautilya’s Arthasastra (9.2) as ‘here-
ditary troops’, augmented the royal retinue as a more trustworthy element
than the assortment of hired and levied troops.*’

Third, for large-scale campaigns and during emergencies, levied forces
would be assembled and constituted the mass of the army. Native national
conscripts from the Empire’s core ethnicity tended to be of at least some
military value, depending on the social and geo-strategic circumstances, but
they nevertheless played a secondary role to the Empire’s professional and
semi-professional forces. Levied short-term conscripts from subject peoples
in multi-ethnic empires normally proved to be of very little value. Pressed
into battle, they could not be relied upon to do any serious fighting.
Although examples abound from across time and space in Eurasia, the
multi-national mass armies of the Achaemenid Persian Empire, ‘driven into
battle with lashes’, went down in historical memory as typifying such hosts.
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Their image has survived because the armies were recorded by Greek
historians and because both the Persian Empire and its armies were indeed
large, although the size of the armies was wildly exaggerated in the Greek
sources. Authors invariably exaggerated the enemy’s numbers in pre-modern
times, because they both lacked precise information and were patriotically
biased.

We have no way of ascertaining the size of Xerxes’ invasion army
of Greece in 480—479 BC, which numbered in the millions according to
Herodotus (7.60-99), or the size of the armies assembled by Darius III
against Alexander at Issus (333 BC) and Gaugamela (331 BC), again estimated
at 300,000—600,000 and 200,000-1,000,000, respectively, by the Greek
sources. Buckets of scholarly ink have been spilt in the effort to make
sense of these untenable numbers. Demographic and logistic considerations
and comparative deductions would suggest, in my view, that Xerxes” army
may have numbered anything between 100,000 and 200,000 men. For
reasons already explained, this imperial army was not overwhelmingly
superior in numbers to the combined forces of the Greek militiamen fight-
ing on their native soil, if only the Greek poleis had not been fraught with
division among themselves in an all too familiar fashion, many of them
allying with the invaders. Darius III’s armies were probably of more or less
the same size as Xerxes’, including a few tens of thousand cavalry. All in all, it
is not commonly recognized that there were probably more Greeks in the
world than ethnic Persians. Indeed, in the huge multi-ethnic levied imperial
armies, the relatively small Persian and Mede standing forces, together with
the levied Iranian contingents, both horse and foot, were relied upon to
shoulder most of the fighting. To these more trustworthy elements were
added allied Greeks in Xerxes’ army and Greek mercenaries in later Persian
armies, including those of Darius III, troops who increasingly constituted
the heavy infantry of the imperial armies.*

As we have already seen in Chapter 10, some of the professionals could be
recruited from outside, from an extra-state market for troops in inter-state
systems or from the marches of hegemonic powers. Particularly when hired
en bloc in their own independent hosts, rather than on an individual basis
into state units, these foreign professionals are generally referred to as mer-
cenaries. Foreign troops were sometimes hired as an instrument of domestic
politics and social control, being detached from society and loyal only to their
paymaster. But there were also two military reasons for foreign recruitment.
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In the first place, it made possible a rapid increase in the number of pro-
tessional troops in time of war, without the need to sustain these troops
in peacetime, thus making foreign recruitment economically rational.
Second, even permanent employment of foreign recruits made sense when
it involved ethnic troops who excelled in the use of a particular weapon or
as a particular arm, and/or were ferociously war-like. With the passage of
time, empires increasingly tended to incorporate them as a significant elem-
ent of their standing forces. Coming from the barbarian or semi-civilized
marches and from unruly and insecure tribal societies or highly antagonistic
petty-state environments, these foreign troops were far more conditioned to
warfare than the long pacified populations of empires.

Throughout the lands of Islam, the so-called slave soldiers, or mamluk,
were a unique form of foreign recruitment. These elite troops were slaves
only in the sense that their members had been bought as children by
the state from the marches of Islam—be it Turkic, Caucasian, Balkan, or
African—and were legally the property of the state. It has been suggested
that the system was peculiar to Islam because of that religion’s trenchant
opposition to wars among the believers, which restricted the possibility of
social mobilization.” Be that as it may, the slave troops combined the advan-
tages of foreign recruitment with the peak of professionalism. Raised in the
barracks, trained for soldiery from childhood, and infused with Islamic zeal,
they became a fierce fighting force. Usually originating as part of the ruler’s
bodyguard/household troops, they would later expand in numbers and
military role, excelling as cavalry in Mamluk Egypt and constituting the
elite professional infantry, the janissaries, in the mostly cavalry armies of
the Ottoman Empire. Lacking normal roots in society, the slave troops were
supposed to be entirely loyal to the ruler. In reality, however, they regularly
formed into a privileged cast, and in due course occasionally took over as
rulers, particularly where the people had been completely demilitarized and
politically excluded; because as we see later, empires typically underwent
internal dynamics and transformation, affecting and aftected by their military
problems and military organization.

The Cycle of Empires

The cycle of rise and fall, or growth and decadence, of empires and
dynasties is a theme that has been continuously referred to by thinkers
and commentators contemplating history and politics, at least since Plato
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and the Roman moralists, if not earlier. It has been highlighted by Ibn
Khaldun, who composed his Prolegomena to History (1377) in Moslem north
Africa. It remains, however, on the margins of today’s scholarly discussion.
Suspected of deterministic grand abstractions to be the stuft of legitimate
study for historians, it is also surprisingly neglected by historical sociologists,
who might have translated traditional insights and moralist notions into the
more modern language of empirical social, economic, and political pro-
cesses.”’ These processes variably applied to both rulers and ruled, and one
might sketch them out from the top down.

Almost by definition, the founders of dynasties were people of exceptional
capabilities and energy, upstarts with great experience in the realities of life
and a hunger for power and everything that it entailed. Their successors
rarely exhibited the same qualities, and not only because of the haphazard-
ness of biological inheritance. On the positive side, they were sometimes
able to benefit from a more dedicated training for government from youth.
However, in large and autocratic empires in particular (and these two features
correlated closely), seriously detrimental conditioning factors were almost
built into palace life. Autocrats were normally secluded from their surround-
ings because of their elevated, quasi-divine status—enshrined in religious
custom and court protocol—to say nothing of security reasons. Having
little direct contact with the outside world, they were exposed to selective
information and susceptible to flattery. Furthermore, they regularly became
absorbed in the pleasures of the palace and harem, from which they would
not easily depart, only wishing to be left in peace. In turn, their many wives
and concubines and numerous children turned the harem into a hornets’
nest of intrigue, centring on the question of inheritance to the throne. This
would often lead to palace assassinations and bloodbaths during succession.
Where primogeniture was not the rule, and in most autocracies it was not,
this also meant that the heir to the throne could not always be trained for the
job in advance.”" All these tended to weaken dynastic government, as well as
making it vulnerable to usurpation.

Dynastic decadence was only part of the problem, however. During
much of its history, imperial Rome, for example, adopted a non-dynastic
and meritocratic system of autocratic inheritance, by which the reigning
emperor chose and trained his successor from among the Empire’s best
generals and administrators. All the same, succession aside, the imperial
administration of empires would itself over time become ever more stifling,
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as it tended to grow increasingly bureaucratic, centralistic, and interven-
tionist, leaving less and less room for local and individual initiative. In the
process, bureaucrats would proliferate and become more entrenched, little
checked by any counterforce, not even by the autocrat. Correspondingly,
the tax burden tended to fluctuate in only one direction: upward—to
sustain these bureaucrats and the rulers’ ostentatious consumption, to be
sure, but above all in order to pay for the growing costs of the army, which in
any case invariably comprised the largest element of the state’s expenditure,
often the majority. Calculations of Roman state income during the empire
suggest that the armed forces absorbed 40-70 per cent of the expenditure,
and in Rome the civilian part of the budget—financing massive public con-
struction, and subsidized corn and circus games—was particularly high.”
However, as we have seen, the army not only grew in numbers to contend
with the increasing threats but also, holding the monopoly over armed force,
often managed to extract higher wages from the state. In both the Roman
Empire and T’ang China, for example, these spiralling costs and the chain
reaction that they generated through the economy and society accelerated
decline. The T’ang switch from militia to professional and semi-professional
troops combined with escalating military wage demands to increase the
costs of imperial frontier defence fivefold between 714 and 741, with a
further 40-50 per cent increase between 742 and 755.%

All this also affected the aristocratic elite. If it did not take advantage of
the weakening of central dynastic power to gain control over the provinces,
fragmenting imperial power, which often happened, the aristocracy would
become increasingly stripped of its traditional role in local leadership by
expanding imperial bureaucracy. As trained professionals would take its
place in the public service, including the military, the aristocracy would
withdraw into luxurious private life, becoming progressively disassociated
from the affairs of state. Consequently, as Machiavelli (The Prince 4) has
perceived, once the state’s central machinery succumbed to any other
power, the empire might fall with surprising swiftness, because there would
be no stratum of active, militarized, local power holders that would be
able to generate further resistance. As a counterbalance to my discussion of
feudalism, it should be noted that centralization did not always strengthen
state power, particularly when centralization went hand in hand with
autocracy.

Correspondingly, popular participation, where it existed at all, also tended
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to weaken under the combined pressures of aristocratic economic supremacy
and autocratic centralization. Growing aristocratic estates reduced the num-
ber and status of small freeholders and increased the ranks of dependent and
servile workers in the countryside and cities. Stripped of individual and
communal influence ov