
Warless Societies and the Origin of War 

front.qxd  09/29/2000 10:10 AM  Page i



front.qxd  09/29/2000 10:10 AM  Page ii



Warless Societies 
and the Origin of War

Raymond C. Kelly

Ann Arbor

front.qxd  09/29/2000 10:10 AM  Page iii



Copyright © by the University of Michigan 2000
All rights reserved

Published in the United States of America by
The University of Michigan Press

Manufactured in the United States of America
c Printed on acid-free paper

2003 2002 2001 2000 4 3 2 1

No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form 
or by any means, electronic, mechanical, or otherwise, 

without the written permission of the publisher.

A CIP catalog record for this book is available
from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Kelly, Raymond C. (Raymond Case), 1942–
Warless societies and the origin of war / Raymond C. Kelly.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-472-09738-5 (cloth) — ISBN 0-472-06738-9 (paper)
1. War and society—History. 2. Warfare, Prehistoric. I. Title.

GN497 .K45 2000
303.6'6—dc21 00-009898

front.qxd  09/29/2000 10:10 AM  Page iv



To Marshall D. Sahlins 

and to the memory of

Roy A. Rappaport and Eric R. Wolf

front.qxd  09/29/2000 10:10 AM  Page v



front.qxd  09/29/2000 10:10 AM  Page vi



Contents

Preface ix

Introduction 1

1. The Category of Peaceful Societies 11

2. Warless and Warlike Hunter-Gatherers: 
A Comparison 41

3. The Origin of War: A Transitional Case 75

4. The Early Coevolution of War and Society 121

Notes 163

Bibliography 177

Index 189

front.qxd  09/29/2000 10:10 AM  Page vii



front.qxd  09/29/2000 10:10 AM  Page viii



Preface 

This book is an outgrowth of several undergraduate courses—concerned
with warfare in unstrati‹ed societies—that I have taught at the University
of Michigan over a number of years. I have come to believe that a thought-
ful examination of the relationships between human nature, war, and the
constitution of society can make a signi‹cant contribution to a general lib-
eral arts education and that this also is an area of inquiry to which students
are naturally drawn. Undergraduates invariably have certain questions in
mind. They want to know if there are peaceful societies in which war is
lacking and, if so, what such societies are like. They want to know whether
war is a primordial and pervasive feature of human existence or a set of
practices that arose at a certain time in our prehistoric past. This book is
concerned to address these (and other) typical undergraduate questions as
well as issues of theoretical concern in anthropology. I have also made an
effort to make the discussion readily available to undergraduates whose
background is limited to an introductory course in anthropology by
de‹ning terms that are not found in an abridged dictionary. Discussion of
covariation is phrased so as to be readily intelligible to students lacking a
background in statistics. In short, the audience I have in mind includes stu-
dents (and the general reader who has some acquaintance with anthropol-
ogy) as well as my professional colleagues. My principal objective is to pre-
sent a general model for the initial evolution of war that is grounded in the
comparative analysis of ethnographic data and then to apply this to the
interpretation of pertinent data in the archaeological record. The envi-
sioned audience thus includes colleagues in the anthropological subdisci-
plines of archaeology and biological anthropology as well as ethnology. 

A preliminary formulation of the central argument developed in this
book was originally presented in a series of ‹ve public departmental lec-
tures at the University of Michigan in 1995. The questions and comments
of my colleagues contributed to the further development of these lines of
inquiry and interpretation. Michael Fleisher, Bruce Knauft, Joyce Marcus,
John O’Shea, Keith Otterbein, Michael Peletz, and Polly Weissner have
read earlier or later drafts of all or part of the book and have offered many
valuable comments and suggestions. Thanks are also due to my daughter
Gwen Kelly for help in compiling the bibliography and securing permis-
sions for illustrations, and to Julie Raybon for typing the manuscript.
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I would like to thank the following copyright holders for permission to
reproduce maps, diagrams, drawings, ‹gures, tables, and photographs
included in this work.

Cambridge University Press for map 2 and ‹gure 2, the drawing
“Plan of Andamanese Village,” which originally appeared in The
Andaman Islanders by A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, copyright 1922.

Journal of the American Oriental Society for ‹gure 1, “The Rela-
tionship between Andamanese Dialects and Languages,” origi-
nally published in vol. 9, no. 4 (1989).

Vikas Publishing House for plate 5, originally published in The
Andaman Story, by N. Iqbal Singh, copyright 1978.

The Journal of Peace Research for table 2, “A Summary of Com-
mon Factors of Peaceful Societies,” originally published in vol.
15, no. 1 (1978).

The Anthropological Survey of India for table 11, “Seasonal
Availability of the Staples of the Andamanese Diet,” originally
published in The Great Andamanese Past and Present, by
Pratap C. Dutta, copyright 1978.

May‹eld Publishing Company for table 12, “An Illustration of
the Relationship between Political Organization and War
Motives,” originally published in Anthropology and Contempo-
rary Human Problems, 3d ed., by John H. Bodley, copyright
1996.

The Trustees of the National Gallery of Art for ‹gures 3 and 4,
drawings of paintings that appear on the walls of the cavern of
Cougnac, originally published in The Eternal Present: The Begin-
nings of Art, by S. Giedion, copyright 1962.

This book is dedicated to three of my teachers (and subsequently my col-
leagues) at the University of Michigan, whose work has continued to serve
as an inspiration over the years.
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