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Editors’ Introduction: Randall Forsberg  
and the Path to Peace

For Randy Forsberg, information and argument were power—the power to 

open and change minds, the power to build a movement.1 Randy is probably 

best known as a founder of the Nuclear Weapons Freeze Campaign, a movement 

that acknowledged Americans’ fear of nuclear holocaust and articulated the hope 

that nuclear war could be averted in the 1980s. The Nuclear Freeze movement 

inspired one of the largest political demonstrations in US history, when up to a 

million participants rallied in Central Park, New York on 12 June 1982. This was 

part of a larger political movement that pushed Ronald Reagan’s administration 

toward the negotiating table with the Soviet Union, where he collaborated with 

Mikhail Gorbachev to end the Cold War.2 The June 12th demonstration was only 

surpassed in early 2003 when millions of Americans protested the imminent US 

attack on Iraq. Randy protested that war as well.

Randy epitomized the practice of Habermasian discourse ethics well before 

Jürgen Habermas theorized it.3 She believed in evidence, the force of the better 

argument, the use of reason in the search for truth, and the essential constitutive 

role in democracy of the commitment to nonviolence. But these were more than 

theoretical commitments. In a life cut short by cancer at the age of 64, Randy pur-

sued a range of interconnected activities in trying to bring about a world without 

war. She was an analyst of military data, engaging public speaker, prolific writer, 

director of a research institute, mentor to young researchers and aspiring activ-

ists, write-in candidate for the United States Senate, and university professor. 

In her scholarship and activism, Randy practiced a form of argumentation that 

engaged the other respectfully and always used her brilliance honestly, without 

deception, meeting the claims of the other with better arguments. Randy was 

persistent, precise, and clear. And she had a more than slight streak of perfec-

tionism, which is, in part, why her carefully crafted dissertation took so long to 

complete and why she intended to revise it before turning it into a book (as she 

explains in her preface).

In 1997, Randy completed her manuscript, Toward a Theory of Peace: The Role 

of Moral Beliefs and submitted it as her dissertation, earning her PhD in Politi-

cal Science from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Toward a Theory of 

Peace is an ambitious attempt to identify the conditions under which the insti-

tution of war could be brought to an end. It draws on an extensive program of 
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research into the phenomenon that Randy called “socially sanctioned violence” 

and focuses on the role of moral beliefs. Aside from excerpts published in an 

anthology in 2005, just two years before Randy’s death, the work has not been 

available until the publication of this book, although the year after her disserta-

tion was finished Randy published a related, short pamphlet, Abolishing War, in 

the form of a dialogue with Elise Boulding, a sociologist and founder of the field 

of Peace and Conflict Studies.4

In our view, this volume marks an important contribution to the literature 

on social change and especially to the goal of eradicating the scourge of war. 

It should be of interest not only to scholars but also to activists and ordinary 

citizens concerned about mass violence, who should welcome this thoughtful, 

erudite, and well-grounded analysis. Randy viewed the dissertation as part of a 

larger project, where she would develop a “theory of the conditions under which 

world peace might be established and maintained.”5 Because Randy’s theory of 

peace was so closely linked to her military analysis and disarmament activism, 

we devote much of this introduction to summarizing her career, before turning 

to an overview of the book. The larger theory of peace is implicit in the outline 

of Randy’s career and the way Randy worked.

Early Life and Career
Randall Caroline Watson was born in Huntsville, Alabama in July 1943, which 

at the time of her birth was rife with racism overlaid by a veneer of Southern 

charm epitomized by the stately mansions that can still be seen in the center of 

town. Early on, her father Douglass Watson, the well-known Shakespearian and 

television actor, taught Randy to memorize her speeches. Randy usually spoke 

without notes and clearly loved the English language. She was educated at Bar-

nard College in New York City, where she majored in English. In her first job after 

graduating college in 1965, Randy taught English, and throughout her life she 

was a fierce editor. Randy was always careful to say what she meant and generally 

meant what she said.

Randy married Gunnar Forsberg in 1967 and moved to Sweden where she 

began working at the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI, 

founded by the Swedish government the year before. SIPRI’s mandate was to 

contribute to “the understanding of the preconditions for a stable peace and for 

peaceful solutions of international conflicts.”6 In many respects that mandate 

became Randy’s life’s work. SIPRI tended to focus on data collection and special-

ized studies of particular topics related to armament and disarmament, and it 

soon began and continues today to publish an authoritative yearbook, tracking 
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the trends in various military forces and spending. SIPRI’s guiding principle 

seems to be that understanding the nature of the problem of armament and war 

in all its empirical detail is a precondition for doing something about it. That is 

a principle in which Randy also strongly believed.

Randy soon became an English language editor at SIPRI and then one of its 

key researchers. Although she worked on many projects there, two stand out—

both as bodies of work of which she was particularly proud, and as representative 

of themes that she would pursue in her subsequent scholarship and activism.

In the early 1970s Randy prepared a multicountry study of military research 

and development, the first attempt to assess the overall size of the worldwide 

military R&D effort.7 What were her main conclusions? She found that most of 

the spending on new weapons development was concentrated in some twenty 

advanced industrial countries, with the efforts of the United States and the 

Soviet Union dominating the rest. And even though those two countries were 

engaged in a costly nuclear arms race, the bulk of their spending on research and 

development—and on procurement as well—was focused on conventional, non-

nuclear military forces. In studying the patterns of spending for military R&D 

and procurement, Randy began to recognize that most of the conventional forces 

of the United States and the Soviet Union were not oriented toward defense of 

their national territories, but toward military intervention in foreign countries—

and that was their main use. The Soviet Union had launched ground invasions of 

members of its own alliance, the Warsaw Treaty Organization, in 1956 and 1968, 

and in December 1979 it invaded neighboring Afghanistan. The United States, 

with a powerful fleet of aircraft carrier battle groups and tens of thousands of 

marines, had launched major interventions in Korea and Vietnam, many smaller 

invasions in Latin America, and was poised to intervene in the Persian Gulf.

The second major project that Randy pursued at SIPRI was an inventory of the 

world’s long-range, so-called strategic nuclear weapons, with the emphasis again 

on the nuclear superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union. Randy’s 

detailed assessment of the strategic nuclear balance became the world standard, 

and she continued to prepare the data for publication in the SIPRI yearbooks 

even after she returned to the United States. What were the main insights she 

drew from her analysis of the nuclear arms race? First, that it had both a quan-

titative and qualitative dimension, and second, that the qualitative advances in 

technology were making weapons more accurate and, when targeted against the 

weapons of the other side, potentially destabilizing in a crisis. Randy was far from 

alone in recognizing these features of the nuclear arms race, but she was uniquely 

thorough in establishing the empirical foundations for her analysis.

At this point, the mid-1970s, one might not have recognized Randy Forsberg 

as a peace activist. She seemed more like what is sometimes called, with a bit of a 
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pejorative tone, a “bean counter,” engaged in estimating the numbers, character-

istics, and costs of weapons. There is no doubt, however, that Randy was already 

at this stage committed to the long-term goal of abolishing war, and she was 

beginning to develop a theory of social change that would underpin her efforts 

at achieving that goal.

Randy thought she could use more training and more credentials. In 1974 she 

returned to the United States and enrolled in the graduate program in Defense 

Studies in the Department of Political Science at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology. At the time it was the preeminent program for training people to 

go on to civilian careers in the US Defense Department. Randy’s work as a peace 

activist began at the same time, and thereafter her activist and intellectual careers 

were closely intertwined. Her application to MIT captures the beginning of what 

became a forty year intellectual and activist journey: “In 1967.  .  . I took what 

I  thought would be a temporary job at SIPRI. In half a year of typing manu-

scripts, I was exposed to information on international relations and on the arms 

race which put an end to my previous tendency to avoid politics and ignore social 

problems.”8

Randy’s understanding of war was very much informed by her empirical 

research, while her prescription of what to do about it stemmed from an evolv-

ing theory of social change which was, itself, influenced by her own experience as 

a scholar-activist. That theory of change finds its fullest exposition in this book, 

but her application to MIT shows that her views were already forming:

I think that the use of physical force is a primitive and undesirable form 

of behavior, on the social as well as the individual level. I  favor more 

equitable distribution of wealth, power and opportunity, both within 

and among nations, but I think that the use of violence in this context 

is also undesirable and unnecessary. I believe that constructive social 

change, including the rejection of the use of military force as a political 

tool and a greater generosity of the haves toward the have-nots, can be 

brought about by education, information and persuasion, over a very 

long time span.9

A couple of years after Randy started her graduate studies at MIT, Fred Kaplan, 

who later became a prominent journalist of military affairs for the Boston Globe, 

the New York Times, and then the online magazine Slate, enrolled in the PhD pro-

gram. Kaplan once described the Defense Studies approach as “entirely analytical; 

we learned how to do the calculations of nuclear deterrence, force requirements, 

that sort of thing. It offered very little in the way of history or political analy-

sis.”10 Nevertheless, Randy and Fred, who shared a critical orientation toward 

mainstream US military policy, both valued the training they received at MIT. 
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Randy would later recommend the program to student activists who wanted to 

pursue further study of military policy, including Brian Burgoon, Neta Crawford, 

Natalie Goldring, Laura Reed, and Taylor Seybolt (who later worked at SIPRI).

One of the more influential teachers in the MIT program was William 

Kaufmann, a consultant to the US Department of Defense. Kaufmann was the 

embodiment of US military policy. He was known to have been the main (anony-

mous) author of more than a decade of the annual reports of the Secretary of 

Defense, through both Democratic and Republican administrations. Kaufmann 

taught two key courses in the MIT program, one on conventional forces and one 

on nuclear forces.

Randy (and also Fred Kaplan) came to see the analytical separation between 

these two types of forces as a hindrance to understanding how US military policy 

actually worked. It was during this period of the second half of the 1970s that 

Randy developed a crucial insight into the dynamics of the arms race: that nuclear 

disarmament would be impossible without dramatic reductions in conventional 

forces, and in particular their use for long-range military intervention. Partly this 

insight reflected explicit US policy: In the (however unlikely) event of a possible 

Soviet military invasion of Europe, the United States vowed to use nuclear weap-

ons to defend its allies in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization if conventional 

forces proved inadequate. But the United States did not limit consideration of 

use of nuclear weapons to Europe alone; it also retained the ability to escalate to 

nuclear use in the course of a conventional war in Asia or the Middle East, in part 

as a threat to keep other powers from trying to hinder US military action in those 

places, and in pursuit of a policy of “extended deterrence” in defense of allies.11 

Randy came to see that a campaign to limit or eliminate nuclear weapons would 

fail if it did not acknowledge how closely such weapons were intertwined with 

overall US military strategy.

From Scholarship to Activism
Randy’s critique of nuclear weapons and foreign military intervention brought 

together two major strands of the US peace movement in the wake of the Viet-

nam War: the nuclear disarmers and the anti-interventionists. In 1979, in a book 

called The Price of Defense, she sought to bring those strands together in a practi-

cal proposal for the reform of US military forces. The book was the product of 

collaborative work with colleagues in the Cambridge area, known as the Boston 

Study Group. In a manner that was typical of Randy’s inclusive style, the Boston 

Study Group comprised a range of participants, including Philip Morrison, the 

Manhattan project physicist and MIT professor, and Paul Walker, a fellow MIT 
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graduate, US Army veteran, and Harvard research scholar, who had worked at 

the US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency.12 The Price of Defense reflected 

the training Randy had received in William Kaufmann’s courses and could be 

read as an alternative to the annual report of the Secretary of Defense. It went 

carefully through each component of the US military system in order to propose 

major restructuring and reductions with the goal of creating a nonintervention-

ary conventional force and a minimum nuclear deterrent.13 The book’s language 

was accessible, and its authors argued that its proposals were “not only safe, but 

actually safer than the present policy, even if there is no corresponding change 

in other countries.”14

In some respects, the timing of the book could not have been better. The 

Vietnam War had finally ended just a few years earlier, and Americans were tired 

of foreign military adventures. Negotiations with the Soviet Union on strategic 

nuclear forces had been underway for about a decade, but they had not made 

much progress. There was considerable sentiment in favor of more dramatic 

reductions, as Jimmy Carter had promised in his successful campaign in the 

1976 presidential elections. In another respect, however, the timing of the book’s 

publication could not have been worse. Nineteen seventy nine was the year the 

Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan and the nuclear arms race took an upturn, as 

the United States proposed to deploy new nuclear weapons in Europe to counter 

a category of Soviet weapons that were not covered by the ongoing strategic arms 

talks. Carter lost the presidential election of 1980 in favor of Ronald Reagan, and 

instead of winding down the arms race, the United States embarked on a major 

acceleration of military spending and a more confrontational approach to the 

Soviet Union. The Boston Study Group project, nevertheless, had an important 

influence on how Randy envisioned a step-by-step approach to disarmament and 

it shaped her agenda for change in the coming years.15

In 1980, Randy took a leave of absence from MIT to focus on the Institute for 

Defense and Disarmament Studies (IDDS), a small think tank she founded in 

1979. IDDS was located in two small rooms in a modest office building on Har-

vard Street in Brookline, Massachusetts, just a few blocks away from her apart-

ment on Longwood Avenue. Randy’s vision for IDDS was to “study the nature 

and purposes of military forces in order to identify obstacles to and opportuni-

ties for disarmament.” Its projects would “develop new types of information and 

analysis which are critical to the success of efforts for arms control and disarma-

ment.”16 The Institute’s staff quickly grew, and so did the burden of managing 

the payroll and other expenses. But as hard as it was to keep a new institution 

afloat, the Institute embodied Randy’s theory of change: create a popular move-

ment around the goal of confining the military to defense, cultivate new interest 

in new approaches to defense and disarmament among experts and journalists, 
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and develop new curricula to help people understand military policy and prepare 

them to make informed choices about it.

The Reagan administration’s military programs, combined with its seemingly 

cavalier attitude about the consequences of nuclear war, provided an opportunity 

for reviving the peace movement. Randy had already been circulating among 

peace organizations a proposal known as “A Call to Halt the Nuclear Arms Race.” 

It became the basis for the Nuclear Freeze campaign. This was another example 

of Randy’s scholarship influencing her activism. From her work at SIPRI on the 

nuclear arms race, Randy knew that the most dynamic element of the competi-

tion was the development, testing, and deployment of new systems—activities  

that easily outpaced the slow course of negotiations. From her study of US 

military policy, she recognized that the most dangerous weapons were the ones 

intended to create a so-called war-fighting capability—nuclear weapons that 

would pose a credible threat of a nuclear first strike escalation during a conven-

tional armed conflict, and would thus make it more likely that a conventional war 

could trigger a nuclear holocaust.

The Nuclear Freeze
The bilateral US-Soviet Nuclear Freeze was an attractive intermediate goal. It was 

an alternative to the demand for complete and immediate nuclear disarmament, 

but more ambitious than a campaign to stop a particular new nuclear weapons 

system, such as the MX missile or the B-1 bomber.

Many of the ordinary people who came to support the Nuclear Freeze were 

mainly concerned about the nuclear threat, not the link between conventional 

and nuclear forces—and there were a lot of those people. At the height of the 

movement in the early 1980s, there were some 5000 local Freeze organizations, 

with tens of thousands of members. The Freeze initiative appeared on ballots in 

25 states, winning in all but one, and in 59 out of 62 municipal referenda.17 And, 

more importantly, people saw for themselves what they could do to promote an 

end to the arms race.

Randy set up a clearinghouse of information about the Freeze and antinuclear 

activism at the Institute and instructed Mark Niedergang, who was then the staff 

person for the Freeze campaign, not to tell activists seeking advice what they 

should do to promote the Freeze, but to help them discover for themselves what 

they could do. By providing a clearinghouse for information about Freeze activ-

ism all over the country, Randy thus nourished rather than guided the move-

ment. The flexibility allowed activists to tailor their efforts to local conditions 

and also to keep their sense of agency and enthusiasm high. No one had to give 



xvi          EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

up a preexisting agenda to join the effort, and the Freeze campaign thus grew 

from its roots in Massachusetts to a nationwide campaign with links to many 

older antinuclear organizations.

The Freeze took off politically in the early 1980s, not only as a ballot initiative 

but also as proposed legislation in the US Congress. The Freeze became a fac-

tor in the 1984 presidential campaign, with most of the Democratic presidential 

contenders, including the party’s nominee, Walter Mondale, supporting it.18

Randy thought it a mistake to politicize the Freeze at such an early stage of 

the public campaign, to make it captive to Washington politics before a more 

substantial grassroots effort had developed. In retrospect, she seems to have been 

right. No sooner had the Freeze turned into a legislative proposal than certain 

politicians attacked it as an extreme position and sought to introduce more 

“moderate” and “responsible” alternatives. Several senators, including Albert 

Gore of Tennessee, endorsed the oxymoronic “build down” proposal. Instead of 

stopping nuclear production and deployment, as the Freeze required, the United 

States would build a new mobile, single-warhead missile system—the so-called 

Midgetman—that would ostensibly be more stabilizing. The problem was that 

the Reagan administration was happy to build the new system, as long as it could 

continue to build the destabilizing multiple-warhead MX missiles that it really 

wanted—and the “build down” proponents acquiesced to that deal. The efforts 

by Gore and others to invent a centrist position between the “extreme” of the 

Freeze proposal and the grandiose plans of the Reagan administration only made 

matters worse, as Randy had feared.

Many of the Freeze activists understandably felt a sense of urgency, and politi-

cians were eager to capitalize on that. But Randy’s emerging vision of successful 

social change was a long-term one. Such change required a more fundamental 

transformation in people’s moral beliefs about war and weapons than could be 

carried out by a single campaign, even one as popular as the Freeze. The transfor-

mation had to be sufficiently robust not to be undermined by the usual machina-

tions of opportunistic politicians.

Long-Term Vision
An important component of Randy’s disarmament strategy entailed efforts to 

engage not only the general public but also the community of experts on mili-

tary affairs. She maintained good relations with mainstream defense intellectu-

als at Harvard and MIT and in Washington. In the case of the Nuclear Freeze, 

for example, it was not only a matter of mobilizing popular support. Randy 

also won over establishment figures, such as John Steinbruner of the Brookings 
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Institution, who endorsed the bilateral Freeze.19 She was particularly pleased 

at the opportunity to present the case for the Freeze in the magazine Scientific 

American in November 1982.20 With an international readership of specialists 

and laypeople, Scientific American maintained a tradition of presenting techni-

cal expositions of key issues related to the arms race, such as nuclear testing and 

antiballistic missile systems, often combined with innovative proposals for arms 

control. By inviting Randy to lay out the case for the Freeze, the editors were wel-

coming her into the ranks of such luminaries as Hans Bethe and Richard Gar-

win, and recognizing her credibility before both popular and expert audiences. 

In January 1983, arms control experts, politicians (including then members of 

Congress Al Gore and Ed Markey) and leaders of antinuclear organizations, 

attended a meeting at the American Academy of Arts and Sciences to discuss the 

Freeze proposal in technical, strategic and political terms.21 Randy received fur-

ther acknowledgment when she was granted a MacArthur Foundation “Genius” 

award in 1983; funds from the award, distributed over five years, allowed her to 

continue to expand IDDS.

Despite the popular success of the Freeze, Randy’s scholarly analysis told her 

that nuclear disarmament would not be possible without dealing with conven-

tional forces as well. In 1984 she published an article in the World Policy Journal 

called “The Freeze and Beyond: Confining the Military to Defense as a Route to 

Disarmament.”22 This was the most thorough statement to date of her under-

standing of how disarmament and an end to war could come about. At the same 

time, she was developing a theory of social change—the subject of this book—

that informed her understanding of how the Freeze campaign and subsequent 

disarmament efforts should proceed. Randy wrote the first draft of what became 

the “Confining the Military to Defense” article in the summer of 1979, more than 

four years before the final version was published. The draft, much longer than the 

published version, is available in the IDDS archives at Cornell University, and it 

contains an important passage illuminating her thinking:

[A] difficult aspect of disarmament is that it cannot be accomplished in 

a single stroke, like the US withdrawal from Vietnam or the ending of 

above-ground nuclear tests. In this respect, its closest precedent is not 

the recent victories of the peace movement, but the nineteenth-century 

abolition of slavery. The abolition of slavery was an equally profound 

social change, which ended an ancient, pernicious, widespread institu-

tion after more than a century of protest and opposition.23

There are two features of Randy’s theory of social change which are worth 

highlighting, as they were evident already at this early stage: First, such change 

takes a long time; it is measured in centuries rather than years. Second, change 
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must be pursued in a step-by-step approach, with each step accomplishing some-

thing valuable in itself and encouraging further action.

Contrary to what some of its critics on the left implied, the Freeze was never 

intended to be permanent. This was also a point of misunderstanding with the 

European Nuclear Disarmament (END) movement, which had emerged as a 

major force in the early 1980s. Many European activists favored the denucle-

arization of Western Europe, by unilateral means if necessary, and viewed the 

Freeze proposal as a barrier to that goal. Randy worked hard to maintain good 

relations with European peace activists, and it helped that one of the leaders 

of END, Mary Kaldor, was a fellow SIPRI veteran.24 Randy’s European contacts 

extended beyond the antinuclear movement into the community of experts 

working on issues of conventional-force restructuring and the theory of nonof-

fensive defense—approaches quite compatible with Randy’s way of thinking.25

For Randy and its other supporters, the Freeze did not reflect a satisfaction 

with the status quo. It was a necessary first step toward reductions, and it was 

appealing in its simplicity. As Randy put it in her 1984 article, “Because peo-

ple despair of ever achieving the ultimate goal of a disarmed peace, it would be 

extremely difficult to motivate widespread popular efforts for change without a 

set of powerfully attractive intermediate goals, each desirable in its own right.”26

As a by-product of her work on the Freeze and her efforts to promote it, 

Randy helped develop an extensive network of national and international con-

tacts. With strategic foresight and typical generosity, she devoted some of the 

resources of her Institute to provide a “public good”—a series of publications 

listing all of the known peace-related activist groups and educational programs 

in the United States and beyond so that activists and students could form net-

works and become more effective in the promotion of peace.27

The Peace Movement and the End  
of the Cold War
Highlighting the long-term objectives of Randy’s disarmament strategy is not to 

understate the influence of the Freeze campaign and other activist efforts. Consider 

the demonstration that attracted between 750 thousand and a million people to 

Central Park in June 1982 in support of the Freeze, where Randy gave one of her 

most moving and effective public speeches. A strong argument can be made that 

the antinuclear sentiment that brought people to such events produced an impact 

on public policy. It probably reinforced the antinuclear tendencies in Ronald Rea-

gan himself. It likely made him more open to the initiatives that the reformist Soviet 

leader Mikhail Gorbachev offered in the area of nuclear disarmament just a few 
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years later. As far as Gorbachev is concerned, we have good evidence that he was 

emboldened by the antinuclear movement in the United States and Western Europe 

to pursue the unilateral initiatives of restraint that captured the public imagination 

and convinced the NATO alliance to bring the Cold War to a peaceful end.28

Randy was especially active during the 1980s in promoting some of the ideas 

that the reformist Soviet leadership later came to champion. Take, for example, 

the unilateral reductions and defensive restructuring of Soviet conventional 

forces that Gorbachev announced at the United Nations in December 1988. They 

bear a strong family resemblance to Randy’s proposal for “confining the military 

to defense” and the kindred work that she pursued with European colleagues. She 

had been promoting nonoffensive defense for years in her visits to the USSR and 

in her meetings with Soviet colleagues elsewhere, and the idea eventually found 

a sympathetic ear in Gorbachev and his civilian advisers on military affairs. And, 

as Randy predicted, the dramatic reduction in the conventional military threat 

from the East paved the way for reductions in the nuclear threat.29

The end of the East-West arms race suggested that Randy’s scholarship over 

the course of two decades had produced the correct diagnosis of the problem and 

her activism helped to fill the prescription.

Preparing for a World without War
Randy was never sanguine about the risk of war, even as she recognized a secular 

decline in violence over time. In the 1990s, despite the peaceful end of the Cold 

War, she was still concerned about the persistence of war as an institution. She 

responded in three ways that by now should sound familiar: 1) with data col-

lection or “bean counting;” 2) with activism; and 3) with scholarship. Running 

her Institute on a shoestring budget, she and her staff of mainly student interns 

continued collecting data on weapons and negotiations, as she published the 

monthly Arms Control Reporter and compiled the World Weapon Database.

Randy also launched a major multinational research project, called the Inter-

national Fighter Study, which resulted in 1994 in the book, The Arms Production 

Dilemma.30 In some ways related to the earlier IDDS World Weapon Database 

project that had produced books on Soviet missiles and Soviet military aircraft,31 

this initiative betrayed broader ambitions. As Randy wrote in the forward to the 

1994 volume, in the wake of the end of the Cold War arms race “the industrial 

nations’ shared security interests have created an unprecedented opportunity 

to develop security policies based on cooperation instead of competition or 

confrontation.” Yet she recognized “serious obstacles to East-West and North-

South cooperation in military security matters,” including the perceived need to 
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maintain a military-industrial base in the event of deterioration of the interna-

tional environment and the pressure on governments to continue military pro-

duction in the interest of employment.32 Randy anticipated that even if countries 

could maintain adequate force levels without manufacturing new weapons, they 

might continue to do so to promote arms exports. By recruiting national experts 

to assess the state of the military aircraft industry in the main arms-producing 

countries—Russia, the United States, Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, and 

Sweden—Randy sought to provide the basis for realistic assessments of military 

requirements and to make the case that arms exports were not necessary for 

national defense during a period of unprecedented world peace. Moreover, given 

the likelihood that exporting arms to the remaining few conflict zones would 

only exacerbate the risk of war, she favored a moratorium on weapons exports, 

coupled with her by now familiar emphasis on “nonoffensive defense” and limits 

on offensive capabilities. As she concluded the study:

The linked issues concerning reductions on forces and limits on pro-

duction and trade may be more complex than the topics of other arms 

control agendas. But the stakes are much higher. Over a decade, sev-

eral hundred billion dollars could be saved and new global and regional 

arms races could be prevented. The role of force in the international 

system could be transformed.33

As we know, history took a different course. In the wake of the terrorist attacks 

of September  2001, the United States launched two major wars, in Afghani-

stan and Iraq. The costs of those wars, documented in the Costs of War project 

(https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/), continue to mount beyond what any-

one could have imagined for a world in which armed conflict between major 

military powers seems a thing of the past. Randy did not live long enough to lead 

a revived peace movement to oppose the excesses of wars launched in the name 

of counterterrorism. She did, however, along with Saul Mendlovitz and Jonathan 

Dean, develop a proposal called Global Action to Prevent War, an attempt to cre-

ate a worldwide coalition to abolish war and armed conflict.34 And in 2002, in her 

first and only effort to seek electoral office, she ran a write-in campaign against 

Massachusetts Senator John Kerry in protest against his refusal to oppose the 

George W. Bush administration’s rush to war against Iraq on specious grounds. 

Without her name even on the ballot, she garnered over 22,000 votes.35

Toward a Theory of Peace
Toward a Theory of Peace is divided into two parts, the first making an argument 

about how to achieve the abolition of war, which Randy theorizes as an instance 

https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/
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of a larger class of human behavior, “socially sanctioned large group violence.” 

Randy argues that there were only a few other historical practices that fit in that 

category: human sacrifice, ritual cannibalism, slavery, and lethal corporal pun-

ishment for violations of law or custom. The second part of the book, the analysis 

of socially sanctioned violence, delves into a vast secondary literature in psychol-

ogy, anthropology, archeology, and history, among other disciplines. Contrary to 

theories that posit an innate human tendency toward aggression, she argues that 

most people manifest a moral revulsion against violence—a sentiment that social 

institutions reinforce. All of these practices, some in existence for hundreds or 

thousands of years, were eventually eradicated, albeit over long periods of time, 

as moral beliefs about them changed. Cannibalism, human sacrifice, and slavery 

became abhorrent and unthinkable. Randy observed that

The key aspect of these precedents for the abolition of war is the charac-

ter of the moral rejection of the practice that developed not before but 

after each was abandoned, and the role of that much deeper moral rejec-

tion in preventing a future recurrence. In every case, once a previously 

sanctioned form of violence was banned, people developed an abhor-

rence of the practice that was deeply internalized, virtually universally 

shared, and constantly reinforced by a myriad of cultural signals.36

These examples are both precedents for the abolition of forms of socially 

sanctioned violence and illustrations of the process by which war might end, 

through the institutionalization of moral beliefs. Thus, Randy shows that there 

is nothing inherent or inevitable about war as a social practice: it is possible to 

limit and eventually end war. By examining past instances of socially sanctioned 

violence—practices treated as normal and even beneficial at the time—Randy 

highlighted the role of changing moral beliefs in eventually stigmatizing those 

behaviors and rendering them unacceptable.

While Part II could arguably stand on its own as an important contribution 

to our understanding of socially sanctioned violence in human history, most 

readers are likely more interested in Part I, which contains Randy’s analysis of 

ending war. Here Randy explains how she thinks norms change, how war as 

a form of socially sanctioned violence could end, and why, by comparison to 

other approaches, her approach is likely to be more effective in promoting the 

end of war.

There are really two interrelated claims in her argument about ending war. The 

first is that for war to end, predominant moral beliefs about the use of force must 

change so that the only form of socially sanctioned violence is for defense against 

aggression. She calls this a democratic commitment to nonviolence, which she 

shortens to defensive nonviolence.37 The second claim is about the process of 

change in moral beliefs over the long run, which she describes as interactive, 
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involving feedback loops.38 These are rich, sophisticated arguments, and we can 

only highlight some of the main points in this introduction.

Randy’s arguments about the content of the moral beliefs about socially 

sanctioned violence are innovative. For Randy, the key shift that would enable 

humans to abolish war would be the adoption of the view that the only justified 

and just use of deadly force is for self-defense. For international war to end, a 

democratic commitment to nonviolence must be held by a number of core states. 

The commitment to defense will then gradually spread across the globe.

One of the most interesting aspects of this discussion is how it links democ-

racy and nonviolence. Specifically, Randy argues, democratic states have already 

internalized and institutionalized the commitment to nonviolence, except in 

self-defense. In a sense, Randy offers a new definition of democracy, one that 

emphasizes its core commitment. Randy argues, “democratic institutions have 

prompted, or paralleled, a growing rejection of violence as a means of achiev-

ing political or economic ends within and between nations.”39 Democracy and a 

commitment to nonviolence are thus mutually constitutive:

[C]ommitment to nonviolence lies at the core of democratic institu-

tions. . . . Commitment to nonviolence protects and preserves freedom 

of expression and other civil liberties by precluding intimidation or 

coercion by violence or the threat of violence. Within democracies, 

wherever nonviolence is not the rule .  .  . other democratic rights and 

freedoms are lost or severely compromised.40

By tracing the link between democratic norms and nonviolence, Randy shows 

how a commitment to nonviolence is essential for democratic institutions and 

international peace.

But not all states have to be democratic for the transition to peace to occur. 

With enough states committed to democracy, they can individually, or through 

an international institution such the United Nations, react to aggressive states, 

demonstrating that offensive war will not be tolerated. This is in line with Ran-

dy’s view that the world need not be perfect for war to end. Randy theorized that 

the core of a moral rejection of war would come in accordance with what she 

called the “least-change” criterion. Start by limiting the legitimate use of military 

force to one purpose—defense against aggression. The iterative process would 

occur over a long “period of transition, in which many aspects of politics and 

moral belief undergo flux and change.”41 She assumed “that there is a continuous 

interaction, mutual modification among political institutions, economic organi-

zation, a culture’s ‘world view’ (general values and assumptions about the nature 

of the world and the important features of human life) and moral views about 

violent behavior.”42
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There are certainly aspects of the dissertation that Randy would have fur-

ther developed. These were explicit in other contexts and implicit in the way 

she conducted her work. For instance, although Randy does not emphasize it in 

this book, she was keenly aware of how war undermined democratic norms and 

institutions. Further, her dissertation was completed before the Responsibility to 

Protect doctrine was articulated and ultimately adopted by the United Nations. 

Indeed, she anticipates some of the impulses behind the Responsibility to Pro-

tect. In some respects, the doctrine—to the extent it anticipates the use of armed 

force to prevent genocide and mass atrocities—offers a challenge to Randy’s pro-

posal to “confine the military to defense.” Had she lived, she would have set her-

self the task of surmounting such challenges, perhaps with a proposal to create 

a genuine UN military force to be used only in extreme cases when populations 

were threatened with mass violence.

Randy also comments on the democratic peace theory as it had developed 

through the 1990s, suggesting her agreement with Bruce Russett’s emphasis on 

democratic norms of nonviolent dispute resolution as an explanation for the 

fact that states that recognize each other as democracies rarely come into armed 

conflict. She was not, however, able to react to the empirical trends in the decline 

of war that Joshua Goldstein and Steven Pinker, among others, have described.43 

Randy would have found much to argue with in Azar Gat’s War and Human Civi-

lization, and much of interest in the work of Andrew Linklater, who builds on the 

research of Norbert Elias, someone who also influenced Randy’s thinking.44 Also 

relevant to Randy’s notion of confining the military to defense as step toward 

abolishing war is the argument made by Oona A. Hathaway and Scott J. Shapiro 

about the role of the 1928 Kellogg-Briand Pact in stigmatizing aggressive war.45 

Finally, Randy would have been interested to engage the work of Kwame Anthony 

Appiah on the role of moral beliefs. His 2010 book, The Honor Code: How Moral 

Revolutions Happen, resembles Randy’s Toward a Theory of Peace in its focus 

on moral beliefs and in its use of historical examples—in his case, the demise 

of dueling in early 19th century England; the end of foot-binding of Chinese 

women at the beginning of the 20th century; the abolition of slavery in the Brit-

ish empire; and the still-incomplete campaign against mistreatment of women 

in contemporary Pakistan.46 Randy’s emphasis on putting her scholarly efforts to 

the task of developing a strategy for the abolition of war distinguishes Toward a 

Theory of Peace from these other works, but engagement with them could have 

bolstered her own study. Nevertheless, this book is enormously rich as it stands.

Randy’s activism and scholarship as the director of the Institute for Defense 

and Disarmament Studies also suggest how her work would have developed. It 

is likely that she would have, for example, further developed her theory of the 

process of belief change. Her own life’s work suggests she thought both practical 
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and normative arguments were important factors, along with the mobilization 

of social movements and the institutionalization of small steps along the way. 

This is not unlike the theory Neta Crawford developed in Argument and Change 

in World Politics when trying to understand the end of slavery and colonialism.47 

In fact, Crawford’s participation in the antinuclear movement and by then two 

decades of working with Randy undoubtedly inspired the analysis in her own 

book. Where Randy and Crawford differ is in Crawford’s more comprehen-

sive discussion of the process of change. Both see an important role in chang-

ing normative/moral beliefs as a route to change and are attentive to long-term 

processes, which may play out over decades and centuries. Crawford, who paid 

attention to the substantive arguments of antislavery and anticolonial activists 

and their movement tactics, is more explicit about how normative beliefs and 

practices change. Change occurs through processes of persuasion, social mobi-

lization, and the institutionalization of small gains, so that arguments that recur 

over the longue durée can begin at new starting points that take for granted 

the criticisms and alternative formulations that previous generations of activists 

gained through their work.

Randy’s Discourse-Ethical Approach
Randy believed in the power of a democratic mobilization that was the conse-

quence of public deliberation. In her own work, that deliberation was informed 

by the knowledge produced by all of the data gathering, analysis, public educa-

tion, and careful argumentation she pursued, and the work of IDDS was about 

arming the general public with information and convincing experts that there 

was an alternative to the way things had always been done. Indeed, much of 

Randy’s approach to her work and the creation of a sustainable movement for 

peace embodies an explicit and implicit theory of argument, deliberation, per-

suasion, and social change that parallels the work on communicative action and 

the discourse-ethical approach to deliberation articulated by Jürgen Habermas, 

a member of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory.

To greatly simplify, like Randy, Habermas is a theorist of democracy, and 

democracy is nonviolent. Specifically, Habermas argues that a society which 

seeks to solve social problems nonviolently depends on communication of a spe-

cific sort—characterized by a search for truth and consensus.48 There are three 

aspects of Habermas’s theories of communicative action, democratic delibera-

tion, and discourse ethics that are relevant for understanding the underlying 

logic of Randy’s approach to change. First, Habermas sought to understand how 

people could, ideally, come to consensus if we take the use of force off the table 
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and require that people come to decisions through a process of communicative 

action. This is an ideal typical form of discourse-ethical deliberation. Second, 

Habermas was concerned to understand how it is that people become competent 

in the first place to participate in discourse-ethical deliberation. Only speakers 

with what he described as communicative competence would be able to fully 

participate in discourse-ethical deliberation and come to a reasoned consensus. 

And third, Habermas sought to explain how democracy came about and was 

deepened by the development of a public sphere, a space for citizens to engage in 

democratic deliberation outside government.

For Habermas, communicative competence is the ability of a speaker to fulfill 

the validity obligations of speech in communicative action: comprehensibility, 

truth, normative “rightness,” and truthfulness.49 Comprehensibility is the min-

imum condition, the ability to produce grammatically correct sentences. The 

speaker should also be saying what is true in a factual sense. Normative right-

ness is the idea that whatever normative claims the speaker makes are considered 

normatively valid by the community. This depends on a social consensus about 

deeper moral beliefs, such as thou shalt not kill. Finally, speakers must truthfully 

represent their beliefs and intentions. People engaged in an argument have to be 

able to back up their assertions with evidence, and when they are wrong about a 

fact or the logical conclusions they have drawn, they should admit it and change 

their position. Habermas suggests that while it is possible for some of us to lie, 

some of the time, a society where all lie cannot function because there is no basis 

for trust; communicative action presumes sincerity. The table below summarizes 

these claims and their relation to the content of speech.

Communicative Competence in Habermas

VALIDITY CLAIM CHARACTERISTIC FUNCTION

comprehensibility understandable language communicate
truth verifiable propositional 

content
represents facts: accurately 

describes the world
normative rightness normative establish legitimacy
truthfulness avowal convey sincerity and intentions

Randy cited Habermas’s theory of communicative action in her dissertation, 

but more than that, she embodied it in her work. Discourse ethics takes force 

off the table; only the force of the better argument is allowed and force is only 

allowed in cases of self-defense. Randy’s theory of getting to a world without war 

takes offensive force off the table. More than that, her form of analysis, argument, 

and political mobilization also exemplified discourse ethics. The work of the 

Institute and Randy’s own work depended not on scaring people into agreement, 
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or on glossing over details and dazzling audiences with incomprehensible data, 

but on convincing citizens, experts, and journalists with well-crafted arguments. 

Randy and the staff of the Institute for Defense and Disarmament Studies sought 

to increase and deepen public understanding about intervention, war, military 

forces, budgets, and industry so that it was possible for citizens to make informed 

choices about US foreign policy. In this effort, she made her work comprehen-

sible and truthful, and she sought to hold her interlocutors in the military, arms 

control, and disarmament communities to a high standard of comprehensibility 

and truthfulness. She was careful to back up her claims with evidence, and to 

make sure others backed up their claims. Her work to educate the general pub-

lic thus helped to constitute not only communicatively competent citizens but 

strengthened the public sphere.

Randy Forsberg’s contributions to the cause of peace over her 40-year career 

were substantial. The Nuclear Freeze movement, even though it failed in its 

immediate goal of a bilateral halt to development, production, and deploy-

ment of new US and Soviet nuclear weapons, did influence the climate of public 

opinion and motivated officials in both countries to negotiate more seriously— 

ultimately leading to extensive nuclear reductions. Randy’s work, in collaboration 

with European and Soviet specialists, on nonoffensive defense also contributed 

to the initiatives that Mikhail Gorbachev promoted to end the armed division of 

Europe. Despite these accomplishments, it is possible that Randy’s most endur-

ing legacy could be as a theorist of social change, who put forward in Toward a 

Theory of Peace a plausible case for abolishing war as the last remaining form of 

large-scale, socially sanctioned violence. When she died in October 2007, Randy 

had held the position as the first Anne and Bernard Spitzer Chair in Political 

Science at The City College of New York for barely a year. She aspired to con-

tinue the work she had carried out at the Institute for Defense and Disarmament 

Studies and to publish her dissertation and promote her theory of peace. The 

editors have prepared this book version of the dissertation in the hope that it will 

provide a posthumous contribution to the debate on the causes of war and how 

to prevent it.

Matthew Evangelista and Neta C. Crawford
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Preface

This essay is part of a larger project to produce a fully developed theory of the 

conditions under which world peace might be established and maintained.

To work on that project within the framework of a PhD dissertation, I have 

adopted a format which is somewhat unusual. In Part I of this essay, “Toward 

a Theory of Peace,” I  set out the main ideas of the general theory. Chapter  1 

introduces the larger project and relates it to current political theory. Chapter 2 

presents the main hypotheses. Then in Part II, “Socially Sanctioned Violence,” 

comprising Chapters 3–6, I develop some of the main ideas set out in Chapter 2, 

leaving others for further study at a later time.

Part II presents theoretical and empirical evidence to support two of the main 

hypotheses put forward in Chapter 2: that a modest change in moral beliefs could 

catalyze the conditions needed to end war; and that a more profound change in 

moral beliefs, likely to follow the initial abolition, could prevent the future reinsti-

tution of war. At the same time, Part II responds to three of the four main reasons 

to believe that war cannot be abolished. These are: human beings have innate 

aggressive instincts that trigger or foster war, and these instincts will always be 

with us; moral beliefs about ends that justify the use of armed force motivate war 

and, in the view of many, should do so; and even if world peace were achieved, 

it would not last indefinitely since eventually some severe stress would motivate 

those under stress to circumvent any global security system and go to war.

Part II looks at the roles of moral beliefs and innate impulses in causing and 

preventing various forms of socially sanctioned and nonsanctioned violence. It 

begins by reviewing the evidence that while innate aggressive impulses can lead to 

nonsanctioned violence in individuals and mobs, other motivations, particularly 

culturally determined moral beliefs, dominate innate aggressiveness in account-

ing for organized, socially sanctioned, large-group violence. It then shows that 

moral beliefs justifying sanctioned forms of violence tend to change over time, 

in tandem with changes in political and economic conditions, leading to the per-

manent abolition of previously sanctioned forms of violence; and it argues that 

in the same manner, the declining tolerance for war could lead to its abolition.

While Part II supports the main theoretical claims of Chapter 2 and responds 

to arguments against these claims, it does not complete the development of 

the material presented in Chapter  2. Several topics will require further atten-

tion. Most important, further development is needed on the relatively topical 
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and politically oriented aspects of the theory, including the fourth main rea-

son to believe that war cannot be abolished (the idea that insuperable politi-

cal, economic, and cultural obstacles block the establishment of war-preventing 

institutions) and the claims concerning the prospects for attaining the degree of 

change in moral beliefs required to catalyze the initial abolition of war. The fully 

developed version of this material will explore the growing body of literature on 

the relationship between democracy and peace; it will look at the failure of past 

collective security arrangements to create a lasting peace; it will review the impli-

cations for the abolition of war of recent trends away from international war 

and toward civil and ethnic conflict; and it will discuss the relationship between 

historical trends and voluntary individual and government action in bringing 

about the conditions for the abolition of war. In covering these topics, it will 

provide a more thorough analysis of the relevant theoretical literature on ethics 

and public policy, ethical relativism, egalitarian social values, cultural evolution, 

and the causes of war and peace.

While the hypotheses presented in Chapter 2 exceed the scope of the subse-

quent development in Part II, the discussion of socially sanctioned violence in 

the latter pertains to all of the main hypotheses, including those on the spread 

of democracy and the initial abolition of war. At the same time, by giving a rela-

tively complete statement of my theory of the conditions for the abolition of war, 

Chapter 2 shows that abolition is sufficiently plausible to give the study of socially 

sanctioned violence more than academic interest.
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Abstract

This essay concerns the theory of the conditions under which war might end. 

Chapter 1 introduces the topic. Chapter 2 presents the hypotheses that a modest 

change in moral beliefs could catalyze the conditions needed to end war; and 

that a more profound change in moral beliefs, likely to follow the initial aboli-

tion, could prevent the future reinstitution of war. Chapters 3–6 give theoretical 

and empirical evidence to support these hypotheses, and address three factors 

that are widely believed to preclude the abolition of war: innate aggressiveness, 

moral beliefs about ends that justify the use of armed force, and the tendency of 

political institutions, including peace enforcement institutions, to collapse under 

stress.

Chapters  3–6 focus on the relative weight of learned moral beliefs and 

innate aggressive impulses in causing and preventing various forms of socially 

sanctioned and nonsanctioned violence. These chapters present extensive evi-

dence from various branches of psychology to show that while innate aggres-

sive impulses can lead to nonsanctioned individual and mob violence, culturally 

determined moral beliefs dominate innate aggressiveness in accounting for orga-

nized, socially sanctioned, large-group violence. Then, surveying various forms 

of socially sanctioned violence, they show that the moral beliefs which support 

such practices tend to change over time, leading to the permanent abolition of 

previously sanctioned forms of violence. The inference is drawn that in the same 

manner, the declining tolerance for war could lead to its abolition.

Previously morally sanctioned and institutionalized but now abolished forms 

of large-group violence include ritual cannibalism, human sacrifice, slavery, 

and gruesome forms of corporal punishment. The case of ritual cannibalism is 

reviewed in depth and other cases are reviewed more briefly to assess the impor-

tance and variability of moral belief in the conduct of socially sanctioned forms 

of violence, and to illuminate the historical precedents for the potential abolition 

of war.

The essay concludes with a discussion of the implications of the rise and demise 

of successive forms of socially sanctioned large-group violence for anthropologi-

cal theories of cultural evolution and state formation.
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1

THE IDEA OF A THEORY OF PEACE

1.1 � Introduction
Reviewing a new book on the history of war by John Keegan, Sir Michael Howard 

(1993) endorsed the idea that today “for the sophisticated, hedonistic democra-

cies of the West, a prolonged campaign, on however minor a scale, in which their 

fighting forces are likely to suffer serious losses has become almost unthinkable.” 

Howard nonetheless dismissed Keegan’s view that perhaps war itself is becoming 

unthinkable, no longer in the same continuum with politics: “The British pacifist 

Sir Norman Angell said much the same in 1909, and the Peace Pledge Union was 

repeating it in the 1930s. But I have an awful feeling that this is where I came in.”

The question of whether war could become unthinkable has been posed again 

and again throughout this century—and not only, as Howard suggests, by paci-

fists. Before and during World War I, many groups tried to head off a new round 

of great power warfare. In 1896 internationally minded businessmen rekindled 

the Olympic games as a nonlethal form of competition that could serve as a sur-

rogate for war.1 In 1899, diplomats met in the Hague in an effort to prevent war 

by agreeing to refer disputes to international mediation or arbitration.2 When 

World War I broke out, leaders of the women’s suffrage movement in the United 

States and Europe began to work for peace as integral to the achievement of dig-

nity and equality for all human beings.3 The horrors of World War I prompted 

renewed governmental efforts to prevent war—the League of Nations and the 

first international disarmament negotiations.4 In the interwar period, promi-

nent public figures like Bertrand Russell5 and Albert Schweitzer6 denounced war, 

and Mohandas Gandhi developed a huge following in India for his teaching of 
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nonviolent resistance to oppression. At the close of World War II, the founding 

of the United Nations represented a new governmental effort to end war, though 

one with limited great power support.7 Since 1945, successive US and European 

popular protests—the ban the bomb movement of the mid-1950s to early 1960s, 

the anti-Vietnam protest of the late 1960s and early 1970s, and the antinuclear 

movement of the 1980s—have all shared the goal of moving toward peace.

What is remarkable about these successive peace efforts is that they have failed 

to create a sustained movement to end war. No other social change goal has been 

so widely supported over so long a period, only to vanish from public view at 

regular intervals, leaving little sense of progress from one surge of concern to 

the next.

Along with erratic public support, the idea of ending war has received uneven 

intellectual attention. Peace proposals abound,8 and in the United States, peace 

studies also abound: there are over 100 colleges with programs of study leading to 

a major, a minor, or a concentration in peace studies.9 There are sizable bodies of 

literature on various aspects of peace, such as arms control, confidence building, 

and nonviolent conflict resolution. There are also programs of study and bodies 

of literature based on the premise that war is likely to be with us indefinitely. This 

view characterizes not only most strategic studies, security studies, and war stud-

ies, but also much of the theory and teaching of international relations.

Missing from this wealth of material is a significant body of literature on the 

theory of peace.10 Theoretical writing on peace should differ from peace pro-

posals in offering substantial, well-documented explanations of the reasons to 

believe that some courses of action, or lines of international development, are 

more likely than others to lead to an enduring peace. It should differ from the 

literature on arms control and nonviolent conflict resolution in offering some 

account of the incidence of war. It should differ from war studies in trying not 

merely to clarify the causes of particular wars or groups of wars, but also to gen-

eralize across all wars and identify the features that distinguish cultures, areas, 

and time periods prone to peace from those prone to war. And it should differ 

from much international relations theory in attempting to identify and account 

for cyclical and secular trends in patterns of war and peace.

In this essay, I venture into the little-studied domain of the theory of peace, 

that is, the theory of the conditions under which war might end. The topic is con-

troversial even before any claim is made because so many people are convinced 

that war cannot end. The position I adopt on the feasibility of the abolition of 

war is tentative. I start with the assumption that there may exist achievable condi-

tions under which war could end; and I try to identify such conditions and a set 

of steps or trends that could lead to their creation in the future. My purpose is 

not, in the first instance, to argue that the abolition of war is feasible. I address a 
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slightly different question: If we grant that it is worthwhile to investigate whether 

it may be possible for war to end, then what are the conditions under which the 

abolition of war would be most likely to happen, and what are the factors that 

have a bearing on whether those conditions are likely to be achieved?

There is an important difference between arguing that the abolition of war is 

feasible and investigating the conditions under which war might end. The first 

approach invites a simple “yes” or “no” response, whereas the second encourages 

the reader who finds the argument weak to engage in the search, improve upon 

the answer, refine it, dispute it at specific points, and, more generally, think seri-

ously about the topic.

Is there any reason to construct a theory of something that has not happened 

and that, if it did happen, would be a one-time transition, a singularity in human 

history? I believe that this essay shows that such an undertaking is both meaning-

ful and useful. But there are also precedents in other fields: theories of economic 

equilibrium, justice, or democracy. All of these theoretical discussions involve 

models of conditions that have not been achieved and may never be achieved, 

yet whose exploration and definition are intellectually and practically rewarding.

It must be acknowledged, however, that there is an important difference 

between a theory of peace and, say, theories of justice or of economic equilib-

rium: the latter offer analytical tools that can be adapted to various environ-

ments and value systems, whereas the theory of peace focuses, at least in the first 

instance, on a specific, well-defined goal. In that respect, the closest parallels for 

a theory of peace may be found not in philosophy or social science, but in public 

policy fields like public health or education. Like efforts to eradicate contagious 

disease or teach good health habits, or promote universal literacy or family plan-

ning, the abolition of war seems likely to involve changes in individual attitudes 

and behavior on a scale that is daunting. Experience in medicine and education 

has shown, however, that such tasks can be facilitated by the creation of con-

ditions which, once established, generate self-perpetuating and ever-widening 

feedback loops.

Attempting to answer the question “Under what conditions might a stable 

global peace be established?” or, in other words, “Under what conditions might 

war cease to be a recurrent feature of human life?” requires a more compre-

hensive, rigorous study of the central issues of war and peace than do efforts to 

address narrower questions, such as “What conclusions about the future of war 

and peace can we draw from recent trends?” or “What conditions are conducive 

to the nonviolent resolution of border conflicts?” or “Why do some ethnic con-

flicts lead to violence, while others do not?” The difference between these two 

kinds of question parallels the difference between attempts to characterize partial 

and general equilibria in a complex system. The problem with partial equilibria 
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is that they can easily be disrupted—shown to be invalid or uninteresting with 

respect to the general case—as a result of factors that lie outside their deliber-

ately restricted fields of vision. The only way to provide an appropriate sense of 

proportion and perspective when studying parts of a large, complex system is to 

model the system as a whole. This does not preclude or invalidate the study of 

subsystems. On the contrary, it is generally accepted that the most fruitful course 

of inquiry is to alternate between the definition and elaboration of the overall 

model and detailed research on the parts.

For too long, the general question of the conditions for peace has languished, 

leaving the field of war and peace studies to narrower issues—in part, no doubt, 

due to the ridicule of those, like Michael Howard, who regard the permanence of 

war as an article of faith. It is possible that sustained, thoughtful study will show 

that there are good reasons to believe that war cannot end. But in no other area of 

scholarly research is the answer to such a first-order question treated as a starting 

assumption rather than a central issue for study and debate.

In some ways, constructing a theory of the conditions for ending war is like 

joining a duel: Recognizing the dominant view that war will never end, this 

essay attempts to articulate imaginable conditions under which war might end, 

and plausible paths—sequences of events reaching out from the present into 

the future—along which these conditions could be realized. If readers deem my 

arguments cogent and persuasive, they need not conclude that war definitely will 

end, nor that it will end in a fashion or for reasons identified here—only that 

under certain circumstances, it could conceivably end. If this is the case, then the 

topic clearly deserves far more attention than it has received hitherto.

1.2  Defining the End of War
Under what circumstances would it be reasonable to say that war had ended? 

This question raises issues about the threshold above which no violence should 

occur, the duration of unbroken peace, and its quality of stability, that is, its resil-

ience or fragility. Since eliminating every individual act of violence is not pos-

sible and since war covers a continuum of violence that runs down to modest 

levels, it might be argued that at lower levels of violence (killing on the scale that 

has occurred over a period of decades in, say, Northern Ireland), war cannot be 

expected to end. The idea that war might end is, of course, different from the idea 

that all violence might end. It is possible to imagine a world without war in which 

murder, violent crimes, riots, and perhaps even politically motivated terrorism 

all continued. In order to say that war had ended, what would be the threshold 

above which no violence would occur?
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The distinction between war and lesser acts of group violence rests on four 

aspects of each: war is socially sanctioned, organized, premeditated, and relatively 

large in scale, whereas lesser acts of group violence are not socially sanctioned to 

the same degree, and they tend to be smaller in scale, briefer in duration, and, 

generally, relatively unorganized and spontaneous. Interpreting “socially sanc-

tioned” in a stringent, highly restrictive manner, one standard for judging that 

war had ended would be that all recognized governments had explicitly rejected 

war as an instrument of national policy and over an extended period of time 

(decades or more) had used exclusively nonmilitary means of resolving conflicts. 

A more demanding measure of the abolition of war, and the standard adopted 

here, includes not only the renunciation of war by governments in word and 

deed, but also the end of large-scale, sustained, premeditated violence by “rogue 

states” and substate actors. The idea that “break outs” and violent revolutions, 

civil wars, and secessions might cease altogether may seem particularly implau-

sible, and I will return to this issue shortly. First, however, it is useful to consider 

briefly the related issues of the duration of a lasting peace and its resilience, that 

is, its quality of stability or potential reversibility.

For how long would war have not to have occurred in order for us to judge 

that war had been abolished? Over the course of the past 500 years, there have 

been several intervals of 50 years or more between great power wars. Thus, a 

peace of that length, even a worldwide peace, would not necessarily signify that 

war had ended. A convincing lower bound might lie somewhere between one 

and two centuries. Even after 200 years, it might be argued, war could conceiv-

ably recur some day. If it did, historians looking back might call the interval an 

unusually long peace, rather than an instance of the abolition of war.

Are there any conditions under which most observers might feel confident 

that peace, once established, would endure indefinitely? Several modern changes 

in what are now perceived as basic human rights—for example, the abolition of 

slavery, the enfranchisement of women, and the end of colonialism—exemplify 

the phenomenon of unidirectional social change, that is, political change which 

cannot be reversed, or can be reversed only under circumstances that lie far out-

side the range of contemporary experience. In all of the examples just cited, the 

changes in belief and practice represented aspects of a larger social change: soci-

ety’s recognition of a greater degree of dignity and worth of the individual than 

had previously been perceived or publicly acknowledged. These precedents and 

others suggest that once a certain degree of individual dignity and inviolability 

has been widely recognized, that recognition is extraordinarily difficult if not 

impossible to undo or reverse.

Some readers are likely to argue that ending war is not like ending slavery or 

colonialism, nor like enfranchising women or any other social change, because 
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going to war may be necessary for the survival of a society or nation: that is, any 

nation which, for any reason, is faced with a choice between war and extirpation 

is likely to choose war, regardless of how long a global peace had endured.

To some extent this argument begs the question, because it ignores the fact 

that apart from war itself, there are few if any sources of impending extirpation 

of whole societies which war might successfully ward off. Setting aside that point, 

there is reason to believe that the image we have today of war as a potential means 

of survival could be replaced by an image of war as a disorganized, barbaric form 

of behavior, which lies beyond the pale of acceptable means to any end—just as 

today slavery lies beyond the pale of acceptable policy options, regardless of the 

stakes. Today we cannot conceive of “just slavery,” in which the ends justify the 

means: in future the norm might be that there is no “just war,” that the phrase 

represents nothing more than an oxymoron. Such a norm could provide a solid 

basis for believing that once abolished, war will never recur.

Precedents for social change of the magnitude and sweep of ending war are 

provided by human experience with the abolition of two other, long defunct 

but forms of socially sanctioned group violence: ritual cannibalism and human 

sacrifice. At the times and in the societies where these practices were common, 

ritual cannibalism and human sacrifice were each believed to be essential for 

the survival of the society concerned. Human sacrifice was intended to placate 

gods that could otherwise wreak havoc on crops or human life. Similarly, ritual 

forms of cannibalism were associated with the preservation and renewal of life 

across generations, and the warding off of evil spirits intruding from other tribes, 

which could weaken or destroy life forces in one’s own tribe. What changed when 

these practices ended was neither the human capacity for destructiveness, nor 

the human tendency to justify socially sanctioned violence by assigning it life-or-

death import, but the world views that legitimated forms of violence that would 

otherwise have been unthinkable.

A comparable change in overarching beliefs and perceptions about what is 

possible, necessary, and desirable in human life could conceivably lead to recog-

nition of the fact that except when conducted in defense against attacks by others, 

war is motivated by goals like the desire for wealth or political power, not by the 

needs of sheer survival.

An interactive process of change in values and institutions relating to war, 

which, over a period of decades, increasingly restricted the legitimate use of force 

to defense, could conceivably lead, ultimately, to a situation in which large-scale, 

premeditated, organized violence was extremely rare, quickly ended by national 

or international action, and widely viewed as unacceptable, aberrant behavior 

that was expected to remain rare, limited in scale and duration, and controllable. 
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This situation, analogous to the current, extremely limited worldwide practice of 

human sacrifice and slavery, would be one in which we could say that war had 

been abolished.

In endeavoring to convey this degree of finality, I have tried to avoid using the 

phrase “the conditions for abolishing war,” which suggests that the topic might 

be the conditions under which people might strive to abolish war. Although 

the dictionary meaning of “abolish” is to do away with or bring to an end,11 the 

word carries connotations like those of “prohibit”: it suggests a change in law 

which may or may not mirror a lasting change in practice. This is particularly 

true for “abolition,” for which Webster’s definition includes “2. the state of being 

abolished; annulment; abrogation: the abolition of unjust laws; the abolition of 

unfair taxes. 3. the legal prohibition and ending of slavery, esp. of Negro slavery 

in the US.” Webster’s synonyms for “abolition” include “nullification,” “invalida-

tion,” and “revocation.”

Even in nonlegal contexts, “abolish” and “abolition” imply, though they are 

not restricted to, a clear demarcation in time—one day a practice exists, the next 

it has been abolished—while the end of war, should it occur, seems likely to be a 

protracted and messy process, with a gray area that involves a good deal of back 

and forth before war has, in fact, come to an end. The notion that war could be 

abolished by a well-defined decision or action at a certain moment is implau-

sible. It suggests that like the failed prohibition against alcohol, war might be 

outlawed without having ended.

“Abolition” does have a nonlegal, nonagency meaning emphasizing non-time 

marked denotation of a practice’s ceasing to exist. If war came to an end by grad-

ual fits and starts, then once it had ended, regardless of how it ended, we could 

say that war “had been abolished” and talk about its “abolition.” In that case, 

referring to the “abolition” of war would be more time and agency neutral than 

discussing its “eradication” or “nullification,” which carry stronger overtones of 

deliberate, time-specific human action. With respect to war, the word “cessa-

tion” is not a good substitute for “abolition” because the former often refers to 

a temporary ending, as expressed in the phrase “cease fire.” The noun and verb 

“end”—as in “the conditions under which war might end” or “the end of war” 

or “human sacrifice ended millennia ago”—convey an appropriate image of an 

activity’s stopping or ceasing to exist permanently after having existed for a long 

time, but some constructions using “end” are awkward. The noun “demise” is 

also useful in being time and agency neutral and unambiguous with respect to 

the finality of the ending. In dealing with the problem of expression, I use the 

nouns “end,” “demise,” and “abolition” as fully synonymous, and the verbs “come 

to an end,” “end,” “cease to exist,” and “abolish” in the same way.
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1.3 � Standards for the Theory of Peace
Since little effort has been made to develop a formal theory of peace, there are no 

recognized guidelines for the content or forms of argument appropriate to such 

a theory. In this section, I propose several standards which I endeavor to meet in 

the following chapters.

First, contributions to the theory of peace should distinguish between the 

achievement of peace and the maintenance of peace: that is, they should dis-

tinguish between the conditions under which a global peace might initially be 

achieved, given the realities of today’s world, and the conditions under which 

peace, once achieved, might be maintained indefinitely.12 The account of the 

means of achieving peace should include a scenario of developments that could 

conceivably lead to a world without war. The key requirement here is identifying 

a path to peace that remains plausible even when one takes fully into account the 

many factors that make today’s world prone to war.

The account of how peace, once established, might be maintained indefinitely 

should address the issue of unpredictable future stresses that could arise sooner 

or later and overwhelm national or international peace enforcement institutions.

Second, for both the achievement and the maintenance of peace, theoretical 

studies should give a sense of the relative importance of voluntary individual 

or government action, on the one hand, and, on the other, long-term social or 

economic trends that are relatively intractable to policy-driven intervention. In 

other words, theoretical contributions should endeavor to answer the question 

“Is peace likely to be achieved as the product of inexorable global trends (for 

example, the growing density of the worldwide web of financial and communica-

tion links), or as the result of conscious choice and deliberate action on the parts 

of nations, subnational groups, or individuals—and how might these two kinds 

of agency relate to one another?”

Third, hypotheses concerning the conditions for peace should strive to meet 

a “least-change” criterion. Many conditions may be conducive to peace—for 

example, the eradication of hunger, poverty, unemployment, and underemploy-

ment; the establishment of a minimum standard of education and health care 

within and between countries; or the legal acceptance and routine practice by 

most or all nations of an agreed code of basic human rights and civil liberties. 

Without denying the importance of these and other related goals both in them-

selves and as conditions conducive to peace, the theory of peace should have as 

its source of rigor the aim of specifying the minimum set of conditions that must 

be met for peace to be established and to endure. One school of thought might 

argue, for example, that all of the conditions mentioned above are not merely 

conducive to peace but necessary prerequisites to it, while another might defend 
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a more modest set of requirements: the theoretical contributions will be judged 

not by the length of the list of conditions they propose, but by the case each 

makes for one set of conditions rather than another, as the conditions necessary 

and sufficient for the achievement and maintenance of peace. In this assessment, 

Occam’s razor will apply: that is, between cases that are equally persuasive, the 

one that argues for the most readily achievable conditions—generally speaking, 

the shortest list of conditions of equal difficulty of achievement—must be judged 

the best. That argument will prevail until there is a more persuasive argument, or 

an equally persuasive argument for a more readily achievable list of conditions.

Finally, theoretical studies of the means of achieving and preserving peace 

should address factors widely believed to pose insurmountable obstacles to 

peace, arguing that they are illusory; or that their assumed role in preventing the 

end of war is illusory; or that they are real and do play a role in preventing the 

end of war, but that the hypothesized means of achieving or maintaining peace 

would circumvent or eliminate them.

Chief among the factors widely believed to preclude the abolition of war are 

the following:

•	 The innate aggressiveness of individuals, which can lead to or permit acts 

of violence against others.

•	 The tendency to ethnocentrism, which dehumanizes “others” and makes 

them acceptable victims of violent attack.

•	 Various motives for violence such as the instinct for self-preservation, ten-

dency to self-aggrandizement, or situations of injustice or oppression.

•	 Vested interests in militarism or war, which block or undermine efforts at 

institutional reform and at strengthening tolerance and restraint.

•	 The condition of anarchy among nations, which leaves them without a 

superordinate means of peace enforcement (that is, the global equivalent 

of a national police force or national guard) to deter war and to end it with 

minimal loss of life if it starts.

•	 Fear of tyranny as the most likely alternative to anarchy, and unwillingness 

to accept any risk of tyranny as the price of peace. (Many observers believe 

that solving the problem of anarchy by establishing a world government 

with a monopoly on armed force would open the door to world tyranny.)

•	 The tendency of political institutions to collapse under pressure.

These oft-cited obstacles to a lasting world peace can be grouped into four 

main arguments which contributions to the theory of peace must rebut:

1.	 Human beings have innate instincts that trigger or foster war, and these 

instincts will always be with us.
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2.	 Moral beliefs about ends that justify the use of armed force motivate 

individuals to participate in war; and such beliefs will also persist and, in 

the view of many, should do so.

3.	 Insuperable political, cultural, and economic hurdles block the 

establishment of international institutions for peacekeeping and peace 

enforcement, which might otherwise channel war-triggering impulses 

and beliefs into nonviolent forms of expression and nonviolent forms of 

conflict resolution.

4.	 Even if world peace were achieved under favorable initial conditions, 

peace could not be expected to last forever since sooner or later there 

would arise environmental, political, or economic stresses sufficiently 

severe to motivate those under stress to circumvent any global security 

system and go to war.

Of these four arguments, the first two—concerning the role of innate impulses 

and moral beliefs in motivating war—involve problems for both the achievement 

and the maintenance of peace. The third, on obstacles to the creation of effec-

tive peace enforcement institutions, concerns mainly the means by which world 

peace might initially be achieved, while the fourth, on the frailty of political insti-

tutions under stress, concerns the means by which peace, once achieved, might 

be maintained indefinitely.
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2.1 � Introduction
Most studies of the underlying causes of war and peace focus on political institu-

tions, economic conditions, culture, or genes. This study argues that alongside 

these factors, moral beliefs play an important role in perpetuating war and could 

play a key role in ending it.

Moral beliefs are a neglected dimension of political behavior. They are the 

“spirit in the machine” of much concerted human action: they motivate the 

creation of political institutions and ensure that institutions work as intended. 

In matters of war and peace, beliefs about “just” (or socially acceptable) and 

“unjust” (or unacceptable) uses of violence or armed force determine the course 

of events. The point is not that moral beliefs operate independently of institu-

tions or culture, but that they help shape institutions and culture. For institution-

alized forms of group violence such as war, moral beliefs resemble the gates of a 

walled town: they can grant admission to or shut out whole worlds of behavior, 

in which institutions and culture, transmitted from one generation to the next, 

channel impulses, needs, and desires into socially accepted forms of action.

Outside anthropology, the social sciences tend to treat moral beliefs as a con-

stant rather than a variable—a constant which, though not necessarily uniform 

across populations nor well understood, remains substantially unchanged across 

cultures and over the course of human history. It is true that for many moral 

values—for example, marital fidelity, honesty, loyalty, and not stealing or killing—

diverse cultures have much in common. In the realm of institutionalized violence, 

however, moral values differ from one culture to the next and change over time. 

2

CONDITIONS FOR THE ABOLITION  
OF WAR
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Because moral beliefs change slowly, over centuries or millennia, we often view the 

changes as differences in custom rather than changes in morality. Moreover, we 

tend to be ethnocentric, viewing the values of our own culture and time as normal, 

and the values of other cultures and times as peculiar. But close study shows that in 

virtually all cultures, what most people would consider basic moral values regard-

ing violence do change. One important recent change in beliefs about acceptable 

forms of violence is documented by Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish: The 

Birth of the Prison (1979), which looks at the decline of corporal punishment and 

rise of incarceration as the accepted means of punishing violations of the law. Over 

a period of several centuries, extremely painful forms of physical punishment, 

including torture and dismemberment, have been replaced almost entirely with 

incarceration in prison, that is, the largely mental form of punishment caused by 

the deprivation of privacy and of freedom of action. Over the same period, norms 

about acceptable forms of violence in families and communities have changed 

from permitting to forbidding acts in which husbands strike wives, parents and 

teachers hit children, and dishonor occasions deadly duels.

Most briefly put, my hypothesis is that war could be abolished if, in an analo-

gous development, one of several competing contemporary views of “just war” 

became the norm: this is the view that there is no just use of armed force except 

defense, strictly and narrowly defined. According to this view, there is no just use 

of force among nations except when one nation violates the norm and attacks 

another, in which case the victimized nation and other nations are justified in 

resorting to the minimum use of force needed to stop the attack and repel the 

attacker’s forces. Within nations, given this same view, the use of deadly force 

is never justified except as a means of defense against attack. Specifically, it is 

not acceptable for either subnational groups or the international community to 

use violent coups d’etat, armed revolt, guerrilla warfare, or armed intervention 

against an existing government to rectify injustices or to establish basic human 

rights or civil liberties. The one exception, which can be strictly defensive, is 

armed intervention by the international community with the limited purpose of 

ending genocidal bloodbaths in civil or ethnic conflicts.

The view that defense is the only acceptable reason for the use of deadly force 

is already the norm for interactions among individuals in most nations. In coun-

tries with well-developed democratic institutions, there are no circumstances 

which legally or morally justify the use of deadly force by one person on another, 

with the single exception of the employment of physical violence or armed 

force to defend oneself (or help defend another person) if physically attacked by 

someone who is violating this standard. I call this view “democratic commitment 

to nonviolence” or “commitment to nonviolence except for defense, narrowly 

defined,” which I shorten to “commitment to defensive nonviolence.”1
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The standard of defensive nonviolence resembles the pacifist standard of abso-

lute nonviolence in incorporating unqualified rejection of the use of violence by 

some individuals against others as a means of achieving political, economic, or 

moral ends. Defensive nonviolence differs from pacifist nonviolence, however, 

in permitting one narrowly defined exception to the rule that individuals must 

never resort to deadly force, that is, the minimum use of deadly force needed to 

end the threat or use of deadly force by others.

In section  2.2, I  expand on the thesis that commitment to defensive non-

violence could bring about the abolition of war. In doing so, I draw several key 

distinctions. First, I distinguish between general conditions which could lead to 

the end of war and the least-change conditions, on which I focus. Most readers 

will agree that while sweeping, utopian political and economic change might lead 

to the end of war, such change is of little interest. What is at issue is not the most 

comprehensive but the most modest change in current world conditions that 

could conceivably lead to the end of war.

Second, in identifying the least-change conditions for ending war, I distin-

guish between the conditions needed to bring about the initial transition to the 

abolition of war, and the conditions needed to preserve peace indefinitely, once 

war has been abolished. I argue that solid commitment to defensive nonviolence 

in part of the international community could catalyze the changes needed to 

bring about the initial transition to the abolition of war, but that what is needed 

to preserve peace indefinitely is a more profound moral rejection of war, which 

is likely to develop only after the initial abolition.

In discussing the conditions needed to bring about the initial abolition of 

war, I differentiate between the conditions needed to stop international war 

and those needed to end internal civil or subnational war. To catalyze the abo-

lition of international war, I argue, it is likely to be essential for moral com-

mitment to defensive nonviolence to be reflected in an international security 

regime able and willing to enforce this standard.2 In the case of internal war-

fare, the key factor is the development of a norm sufficiently powerful and 

widespread to marginalize the holdouts. Because commitment to nonviolence 

is weakened by the observation or experience of war, and by national policies 

which arrogate a right to use force as a means to ends other than defense, the 

development of the degree of individual commitment to defensive nonvio-

lence needed to end internal wars would be facilitated by steps to end inter-

national war.

Next, section 2.2 turns to the prospects for achieving the degree of commit-

ment to defensive nonviolence needed to catalyze the transition to the abolition 

of international war. I argue that the modern shift to individual-centered politi-

cal organization, which underlies and infuses democratic institutions, makes the 
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near-term future achievement of the needed degree of commitment to defen-

sive nonviolence possible and even likely. Even though “the democracies” have 

engaged in many acts of self-interested military intervention, they have main-

tained the standard of defensive nonviolence in interactions among themselves; 

and as democratic institutions spread to more and more nations, this standard 

will characterize their foreign policies more and more fully.

The asymmetrical character of commitment to defensive nonviolence (that is, 

fighting fire with water, not with fire) enhances the prospects for a near-future 

transition because it is compatible with the establishment of an international 

peace enforcement capability that can deter international war without raising the 

specter of a tyrannical, all-powerful world government.

In the last part of section 2.2, I summarize my hypotheses on the relationship 

between moral beliefs and other factors in accounting for the perpetuation and 

potential demise of war.

Section  2.3 compares and contrasts my hypotheses with those of other 

approaches to peace. First, I identify a number of complementary approaches, 

which would strengthen commitment to defensive nonviolence, but which focus 

on government institutions and political culture, rather than on the character 

of moral belief about war, as the key instruments of change. While agreeing that 

institutional and cultural change are central components of any change in norms, 

I argue that lack of clarity and consensus about the nature of the moral change to 

be achieved vitiates efforts to create supportive institutional and cultural change.

Then I discuss three competing approaches to peace, which differ substan-

tially from the approach presented here. These are: (1) the view that commitment 

to complete nonviolence (pacifism) is a better catalyst and the needed means 

to ending war; (2) the view that the conditions for the abolition of war include 

the existence of political freedom and economic equity (or, the fulfillment of 

basic human needs) throughout the world; and (3) the view that war cannot be 

abolished, only held at bay more or less successfully (that is, made infrequent 

and brief and small in scale when it does occur) by military power balancing. In 

response, I argue as follows:

Commitment to complete nonviolence: Preponderant individual commit-

ment to complete nonviolence cannot be achieved before the initial transition to 

the abolition of war, but it is likely to develop after that transition, when it will 

become central to the long-term maintenance of peace.

Minimum standards of freedom and justice: While conducive to the aboli-

tion of war, greater freedom and justice than exist today are not necessary for the 

abolition of war, that is, not required as part of the “least-change” conditions for 

the initial abolition of war. Furthermore, since concepts of adequate freedom 

and justice are constantly evolving, and since peace is conducive the achievement 
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of greater freedom and justice, it more useful and practicable to treat peace as a 

condition for freedom and justice than to treat freedom and justice as conditions 

for peace.

Power balancing: The idea of deterring war through power balancing was a 

product of a particular phase in world history (the last five centuries), in which 

expansionist, imperialist “great powers” competed for the control of territory, 

resources, and international trade. The phenomenal rise in per capita income 

during the past century, and the replacement of economic competition based 

on the physical control of natural resources (on land and while in transit over 

water) with competition based on the superior technological transformation of 

natural resources, has made war-based means of striving for political power and 

economic wealth economically obsolete and counterproductive. The susceptibil-

ity of war to being abolished has grown as a direct function of the decline in the 

utility of war as a means to power and wealth.

2.2 � Main Hypothesis

“Least-change” Conditions for the Abolition of War

Because moral beliefs and political behavior tend to change in interactive ways, 

with feedback loops in both directions, moral beliefs are likely to take one form 

during the initial transition to the abolition of war, and a substantially different 

form in the later process of maintaining peace for the indefinite future. In this sec-

tion, I discuss each of these phases in turn.

MORAL BELIEFS CAPABLE OF CATALYZING  

THE INITIAL AB OLITION OF WAR

The time between the continued practice of war and its complete cessation will 

inevitably be a period of transition, in which many aspects of politics and moral 

belief undergo flux and change. During such a time, various combinations of 

political and economic conditions could conceivably lead to the abolition of war. 

In this essay, I make a case for a limited, well-specified set of changes as the “least-

change” conditions capable of leading to the abolition of war. I argue that a mod-

est shift in norms (that is, predominant moral beliefs) in some nations could lead 

to changes in government policy in those nations, and later to changes in belief 

and policy in other nations, sufficient to bring about the abolition of war. In 

other words, I argue that a modest change in moral beliefs in some nations could 

serve as a catalyst, jump-starting the transition to abolition and minimizing the 

larger political and economic changes needed to complete the process.
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The least change needed to catalyze the transition to the abolition of war 

would be for one of several contemporary views of just war to become the norm 

in a number of nations: this is the view that there is no just use of deadly force 

except defense (of oneself or others) against the use (or threat of use) of deadly 

force initiated by those who are not (yet) committed to this standard.

For defensive nonviolence to be the norm would mean that in the relevant 

nations, this moral standard receives not mere lip service, but robust support, 

manifested in actions as well as words. Specifically, the following conditions 

would have to be met:

•	 In the committed nations, most people refuse to use or condone the use 

of deadly force to achieve political or economic ends, such as opposing 

oppression or injustice at home or pursuing economic interests abroad.

•	 The governments of those nations publicly espouse defensive nonviolence 

as the foundation of their security policies, and practice this standard by 

maintaining armed forces that are trained and equipped solely for defense 

(of their own nation or others) against external attack, and for humanitar-

ian intervention to stop genocide.

•	 The committed nations undertake to enforce the standard of defensive 

nonviolence—that is, to deter and halt military aggression and genocide—

and to foster the global spread of the view that such actions are wrong 

by establishing joint means of rapid intervention to prevent or end such 

acts among themselves and, when most other nations have joined them, 

throughout the world.

The catalytic role of the initial commitment by some nations to defensive 

nonviolence would be twofold. First, the example set by the participating nations 

would be likely to foster the global spread of democratic values and institutions, 

including commitment to defensive nonviolence. People in other nations, see-

ing that defensive nonviolence is not only morally attractive, but also politically 

respected and viable as a government policy, would be likely to give this position 

more weight in their own thinking. Second, the joint practice of defensive non-

violence by a group of nations would be likely to reduce the number and scale of 

occurrences of international aggression, civil war, and genocidal ethnic conflict; 

and the declining incidence of war, in tum, would make adoption of a policy 

aimed at ending war seem less utopian and more useful than it seems to most 

people today. Eventually, when commitment to defensive nonviolence became the 

norm in most (if not all) nations, war would end in the sense defined in Chapter 1: 

it would be rare, small in scale, and quickly ended through international action.

The degree of commitment needed for the initial abolition of international 
war: The degree of commitment to defensive nonviolence needed to catalyze the 
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transition to the abolition of war cannot be predicted with precision, but some 

sense of the value can be given.

For commitment to defensive nonviolence to be meaningful as a condition 

for ending war, the number of countries in which this value is the norm must be 

fewer than all countries. The reason is that if every country were fully, explicitly 

committed and prepared never to use armed force except to the minimum extent 

needed to defend against its use by others—and, with respect to civil wars, if 

every individual and subnational group within every country were, similarly, 

committed to employ only nonviolent means of resisting oppression and 

injustice—then we could be sure that war would never occur. But identifying 

this situation as meeting the conditions required for the abolition of war would 

amount to little more than a tautology: that is, if every person and political 

organization in the world were absolutely committed never to go to war, then 

war would cease to occur.

In other words, for the conditions set out above to be significant, there would 

have to be some nations, some subnational groups, and some individuals not 

committed never to use violence or armed force as a means to political or eco-

nomic ends. Thus, the question of the extent to which the relevant conditions 

must be met can be phrased in relative terms, for example, “What proportion of 

committed to uncommitted nations, and what degree of commitment among 

the committed, would have to be reached in order to lead to the abolition of war 

within the reasonably near future?”

If, for the moment, we limit this question to the degree of commitment to 

defensive nonviolence needed to end international war, then the answer might 

be that the establishment of such a commitment among the handful of great  

powers—perhaps the United States alone, perhaps the United States joined by 

one or more of Russia, China, Britain, France, Germany, and Japan—would be 

sufficient. These nations alone, without the assistance of any other nations, cur-

rently have, or could field, sufficient military power to stop and reverse interna-

tional military aggression by any other nation, or by any of their own number 

(except possibly the United States), anywhere in the world.

Another possible answer is that commitment to defensive nonviolence by 

any substantial group of nations—say, any 20 nations from among the 50 most 

populous nations—might be sufficient to lead to the end of international war 

because the example these nations set and the rhetoric they used to explain and 

support their policy would be contagious: sooner or later, enough nations with 

enough military power to make deterrence effective would join them. These 

two examples suggest a more general rule: What is needed to make war very 

rare and very brief and small in scale when it does occur is the espousal of 

democratic commitment to nonviolence by enough nations to reach a specific 
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(but not yet identified) threshold of relative military power—that is, the ratio 

of the combined military power of nations supporting this commitment to 

that of nations not supporting—sufficient to deter acts of aggression by the 

nonsupporters.

Yet another possibility might be that international war would end only when 

all nations except a handful of rogue states were committed not to use armed 

force: fewer than, say, ten holdouts might be a sufficiently small number for the 

international community to be able to monitor the problem nations closely and 

keep their aggressiveness in check. This suggests another possible rule: the hold-

outs must be few enough in number not to overload the capacity for attention 

and rapid response on the part of the international community.

These two rules can be combined in a more general response to the question:

The minimum quality and quantity of democratic commitment to nonvio-

lence needed to end war is the level at which the supporters, when combined, will 

deploy enough military power to be able to put a quick end to acts of aggression 

by holdouts (regardless of whether the latter act singly, simultaneously, or in con-

cert); will have shown their willingness and ability to take quick, effective action 

to stop aggression; and, thus, will be able to deter virtually all acts of international 

aggression.

The charter of the United Nations gives the UN Security Council the right 

and duty to oppose international aggression; but the charter has been interpreted 

and applied by the five permanent members of the Security Council (Britain, 

China, France, Russia, and the United States) and the ten rotating members in 

such a way that hitherto, the United Nations has not functioned as an impartial 

international peace enforcement organization. In other words, the nations rep-

resented in the Security Council have not demonstrated the willingness or ability 

to consistently take quick, effective, joint action to stop and reverse international 

aggression. In principle, this lack could be remedied within the existing terms 

of the UN charter, with or without various proposed measures of UN reform. 

Alternatively, it could be remedied by a more ad hoc arrangement: a new, possibly 

explicitly temporary collective defense alliance comprising all and only countries 

committed to limit the use of force to defense, narrowly defined.

In sum, an optimistic response is that the establishment of the standard of 

defensive nonviolence among a few nations might suffice to persuade others of 

the same view, until eventually the committed nations would predominate in 

the international community. A conservative response is that the commitment 

to defensive nonviolence will suffice only when the supporting nations, in com-

bination, are able and willing to put a quick end to acts of international aggres-

sion by holdouts perpetrated anywhere in the world. It would not be surprising 

if the actual threshold lay somewhere between these two extremes, perhaps at 
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the point where the committed nations, acting together, command sufficient 

military power to successfully defend against and deter international aggression 

against any of their number.

The degree of commitment needed for the initial abolition of civil war: It 

is not obvious that the conditions specified for the abolition of international 

war will lead to the abolition of wars within nations and wars that may spill 

over national boundaries but involve no more than one national government: 

civil wars over governance, wars of secession, and wars over territorial affiliation 

or political control among subnational groups identified by ethnicity, religion, 

language, or some other aspect of regional populations. Wars of this kind tend 

to be smaller in scale than international wars, that is, they typically involve fewer 

military and civilian casualties and smaller numbers of combatants per unit time. 

(The recent bloodshed in Rwanda is the exception that proves the rule.) At the 

same time, internal wars tend to be protracted, continuing intermittently for 

decades rather than the months or (formerly) years of a typical international 

war. Equally important, internal wars are generally fought by subnational groups, 

at least on one side, and, thus, are not susceptible to prevention by agreements 

solely among governments—that is, agreements among a relatively small num-

ber of well-defined parties, whose policies and actions are subject to interna-

tional scrutiny and to some degree limited by agreed international rules of order. 

Instead of lying mainly in the hands of governments, the prevention of internal 

wars lies mainly in the hands of the individuals who comprise the subnational 

groups that fight such wars.3

To what extent would the individuals that potentially make up warring subna-

tional groups have to become committed to nonviolent means of resistance and 

protest in order for internal wars to end? And what conditions might bring about 

needed degree of commitment?

The degree of individual commitment to defensive nonviolence needed to 

end internal wars must be substantial, representing well over half the population. 

The reason is that even though the likelihood of armed revolution or guerrilla 

warfare grows with the intensity and scale of dissent, relatively small-scale dissent 

by individuals not committed to nonviolence can fuel a civil war.

On the matter of how democratic commitment to nonviolence might take 

root among the great preponderance of individuals in regions of conflict, I pro-

pose three possible paths. One route involves a trickle-down effect of the com-

mitment by the international community to renounce the use of armed force as 

an instrument of policy. What might trickle down are the principle that violence 

should never be used except for defense, and the sense that this principle is taken 

seriously by the vast majority of people and their leaders. In a second possible 

route, individual commitment to defensive nonviolence might grow as a product 
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of the spread of democratic institutions, which facilitate nonviolent change and 

inculcate commitment to nonviolent processes of group decisionmaking.

Third, individual commitment to nonviolence might grow as a function of the 

long-term global trends that make both international cooperation and the spread 

of democratic institutions increasingly common: that is, growing global interac-

tion and interdependence in finance, trade, the environment, communications, 

and so on. In this case, however, the causality is likely to be indirect: that is, the 

growth of individual commitment to defensive nonviolence brought about by 

global changes in communications and economic activities would be likely to 

foster both the global spread of democratic institutions and, more particularly, 

the spread of commitment to defensive nonviolence on the part of governments.

Whatever the precise combination of factors responsible for growth in 

individual commitment to defensive nonviolence, it is unlikely that any major 

new institution involving the use of force—apart from the international peace 

enforcement military capability discussed earlier—will play a significant role. 

The existing institutions of representative government and law enforcement 

(police, courts, prison, and so on) generally suffice not only to prevent the out-

break of war, but to reinforce individual commitment to defensive nonviolence 

(that is, commitment neither to conduct armed violations of the law, nor to take 

the law into one’s own hands, with violent action).

In fact, the key issue is whether the needed degree of commitment not to use 

violence in internal wars is likely to be a cause or a product of the establishment 

of democratic institutions.4 Does there need to be some minimum standard of 

human rights and civil liberties—the absence of violently repressive govern-

ments and of anarchic, failed governments—before civil wars and ethnic wars 

will end? Clearly, the presence of democratic institutions (along with economic 

equity or the fulfillment of basic human needs) is conducive to commitment of 

defensive nonviolence; and in a world where all states maintained a high stan-

dard of participatory democracy (currently found only in a few democracies), 

we should expect a near-universal commitment to defensive nonviolence. The 

question, then, concerns the relative independence and order of precedence in 

the interactive spread of democratic institutions and commitment to defensive 

nonviolence.

I contend that the number of nations which currently have democratic 

institutions (or even the much smaller number reached by, say, 1945)5 and the 

extent of participatory democracy in those nations have surpassed the thresh-

old needed to create a global ethos and expectation of individual worth and 

dignity; and that given this ethos, individual commitment to defensive nonvio-

lence is likely to spread and deepen more rapidly than will democratic institu-

tions and participatory practice. The main evidence for this claim involves the 
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history of actual transitions to self-government and democratic institutions 

over the period since World War II. In the great majority of cases, authoritar-

ian, repressive governments (both foreign and domestic) have been replaced 

by more representative, liberal governments through a process of nonviolent 

opposition, protest, and change. Moreover, in virtually all parts of the world 

where democratic institutions had not previously existed, acts of nonviolent 

resistance against oppression and injustice, undertaken more or less sponta-

neously by ordinary individuals, have played a critical role in the ouster of 

repressive governments. Fine examples of this have occurred in earlier decades 

in India and Iran, and in the past decade in the Philippines, the Baltic states, 

Eastern Europe, and Latin America.6 Moreover, in 1996–1997 nonviolent pub-

lic demonstrations in South Korea, Serbia, and Burma have repeatedly chal-

lenged repressive governments, and, in Serbia, won the concessions to justice 

and freedom which they sought.

MORAL BELIEFS CAPABLE OF MAINTAINING  

PEACE INDEFINITELY

Because of the interactive nature of moral beliefs and political practice, there is 

likely to be a further evolutionary change in moral norms regarding war once 

war has ended: a shift from the view that war is sometimes a necessary evil to 

the view that it is an unthinkably barbaric practice which lies beyond the pale 

of civilized behavior. This development would parallel the changes that have 

taken place in the past when previously sanctioned forms of group violence have 

ended. The most important precedents—institutionalized forms of violence or 

violation which were practiced routinely in all parts of the world for hundreds 

or thousands of years—are ritual cannibalism, ritual human sacrifice, slavery, 

and mutilating or lethal corporal punishment for violations of law or custom. In 

all of these cases, practices that had once been morally condoned and politically 

acceptable or even required became first repugnant, then illegal, and, eventually, 

unthinkable.

The key aspect of these precedents for the abolition of war is the character of 

the moral rejection of the practice that developed not before but after each was 

abandoned, and the role of that much deeper moral rejection in preventing a 

future recurrence. In every case, once a previously sanctioned form of violence 

was banned, people developed an abhorrence of the practice that was deeply 

internalized, virtually universally shared, and constantly reinforced by a myriad 

of cultural signals. As a result, in later crises of the kind once thought to justify the 

abolished practice, the practice was no longer considered an option for dealing 

with the problem: instead, it had become irrelevant as a means of coping with 

any problem.
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This degree of moral rejection of war—its transformation into an unthink-

able barbarity which, like slavery, torture, and human sacrifice, is an absolute evil 

that can never be justified as the lesser among evils—is a condition that would be 

likely to develop over a period of decades after war had initially been abolished, 

mainly as a function of the nonoccurrence of war; and it is a condition which, 

once achieved, would be likely to preserve peace throughout the longer-term 

future, regardless of the crises and pressures that might arise.

Prospects for Achieving the Catalytic Threshold of  
Commitment: Democracy and Defensive Nonviolence

DEFENSIVE NONVIOLENCE AND INDIVIDUAL-

CENTERED POLITICS

A change in beliefs about “just war” of the kind needed to end war represents 

one plausible outcome—and quite possibly the most likely outcome—of global 

political and economic trends which have been under way for several centuries 

and seem likely to continue for the foreseeable future. At the heart of these trends, 

flowing from them if not causing them, is a fundamental change in attitudes 

toward the individual. Premodern complex societies (for example, Greece, Rome, 

China, and India) all had hierarchical social orders in which the individual’s 

worth varied with social standing. In contrast, to a degree not matched since 

the time of the some of the simplest societies, modern society attributes equal 

worth to each individual. Though far from complete in any society, this “leveling” 

of the social worth of all human beings has fostered or paralleled the develop-

ment of democratic institutions. At the same time, democratic institutions have 

prompted, or paralleled, a growing rejection of violence as a means of achieving 

political or economic ends within and between nations.7

Though little recognized, the renunciation of violence as a means to any ends 

except defense is as much a cornerstone of democratic institutions as its widely 

recognized counterpart, freedom of expression. Commitment to nonviolence 

protects and preserves freedom of expression and other civil liberties by pre-

cluding intimidation or coercion by violence or the threat of violence. Within 

democracies, wherever nonviolence is not the rule—for example, in subnational 

regions controlled by organizations like the Mafia or the Ku Klux Klan—other 

democratic rights and freedoms are lost or severely compromised.

Commitment to nonviolence lies at the core of democratic institutions, where 

it can be seen most clearly if the means of political decisionmaking are contrasted 

with those of predemocratic societies. In the empires, kingdoms, and princi-

palities that preceded contemporary republican forms of government, national 
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decisionmaking authority was vested in individuals or small elites who were 

believed to be qualified by criteria recognized as arbitrary—genes or wealth—

rather than by talent, training, or any other quality relevant to the job; and whose 

authority was routinely guaranteed by superior military power. In other words, 

the winning combatant in armed contests for the crown was routinely recognized 

as the legitimate holder. Similarly, clearly incompetent, weak-minded heirs to 

the throne were generally kept in place despite their limitations, on the grounds 

that the relevant factor for authority was the inherited mantle, not competence.

With the rise of democratic institutions and republican forms of government 

in the 16th–18th centuries, the highest decisionmaking authority was no longer 

entrusted to arbitrary forms of succession, nor to superior wealth which could 

buy superior military power. Instead, the ultimate national decisionmaking 

authority of the executive and legislative bodies began to rest on two nonviolent 

sources: the opinions of the entire populace, expressed through the mechanism 

of “one man, one vote”; and nonviolent, largely verbal means of persuasion, 

including negotiation, bargaining, and trade. The essential shift in this transition 

was from arbitrary authority backed up by military power to authority derived 

from the opinions of the ruled, backed up by the nonviolent means of persuasion 

incorporated in democratic procedure, due process, and civil liberties (particu-

larly freedom of expression).

Near-universally supported as the standard for the behavior of individuals 

within democratic nations, defensive nonviolence is also widely supported, albeit 

less well-understood, as a moral position on international war. This position rep-

resents a special version of the classical “just war” view: war is just so long as the 

ends are just and the means are proportionate to the ends. First articulated by St. 

Augustine of Hippo around 400 AD (during the break up of the Roman Empire), 

just war reasoning has predominated among political leaders ever since. Over the 

last two centuries, however, the idea of “peace through law” has begun to replace 

just war thinking. The idea is to apply in international affairs the domestic stan-

dard that enforcing the law (specifically, enforcing the nonuse of deadly force) is 

the only just use of deadly force. This standard is far more restrictive than the tra-

ditional just war guidelines; in fact, it is closer to the pacifist rule that there are no 

just uses of violence or deadly force. For if every nation, every subnational group, 

and every political leader refused to use armed force except in self-defense (or to 

help defend others from armed attack), then armed force would never be used.

The great potential of democratic commitment to nonviolence to serve as a 

bridge to a world without war lies in the fact that this commitment is well under-

stood and strongly supported as a norm in domestic affairs in most nations. 

As a moral concept, democratic commitment to nonviolence has incompara-

bly greater public support in all parts of the world than either pacifism or the 
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just war view. And wide experience in domestic affairs regarding the practi-

cal application and interpretation of commitment to nonviolence except for 

defense offers innumerable examples and precedents which would facilitate the 

interpretation and application of this principle in the conduct of international 

affairs.

DECENTRALIZED INTERNATIONAL GOVERNANCE

Many people may doubt that the espousal of democratic commitment to nonvio-

lence in international affairs, alone, will lead to the abolition of war. The reason is 

that even if democratic institutions continue to spread, atavistic nations bent on 

conquest and empire may continue to exist, or to arise, and threaten aggression, 

or conduct aggression, against their neighbors. The only way to prevent this, the 

argument goes, is to create a world government with a monopoly on armed force; 

but this cannot be done without risking intolerable tyranny. In other words, the 

conditions required to maintain a lasting peace would jeopardize freedom, and, 

freedom deserves to come first both in its own right and as a condition for genu-

ine peace (not tyranny masquerading as peace).8

In this context, the anarchic state of the international system poses a serious 

dilemma of political organization. On the one hand, upholding and strengthen-

ing norms does seem to require legal systems which not merely codify but enforce 

the norms. On the other hand, without any system of checks and balances on the 

use of power, it does not seem wise to give the United Nations power analogous 

to that of a national government; that is, exclusive control of the military means 

of enforcing peace worldwide. This could lead to tyranny in either of two forms: 

the tyranny of the majority, or a condominium among the great powers.

Fortunately, the principle of commitment to nonviolence except for defense 

offers a way to supplant anarchy with law and law enforcement while avoiding 

the danger of creating a despotic world government.9 This third choice involves 

creating an international regime in which some nations jointly undertake to limit 

the use of their own armed forces strictly and narrowly to defense of themselves 

and defense of each other against external attack. Such a regime—a federation 

based on no other interests, obligations, or powers except a shared commit-

ment to end nondefensive uses of force—would serve as a substitute or “dress 

rehearsal” for the effective functioning of the UN as a guarantor of security in the 

manner originally planned. The process of creating the regime would resemble 

the process of negotiating arms control agreements: nations would voluntarily, 

out of perceived self-interest, undertake to forego the use of armed force beyond 

national borders, except when defending one’s own or a partner’s borders, in 

exchange for a reciprocal commitment by other nations. The participating 

nations would undertake to come to each other’s aid if attacked, and take other 
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helpful arms control and foreign policy initiatives to promote participation in 

the regime and to maximize its effectiveness.

If the formation of a defense-oriented international security regime prompted 

a rapid, strong, and fairly even spread of commitment to defensive nonviolence 

around the world, that might trigger support for a more ambitious program of 

demilitarization, confidence building, nonviolent conflict resolution, and mul-

tilateral peacekeeping and peace enforcement—a program which would vest in 

the United Nations (or a subgroup of participating governments) a weak form of 

world government. The UN (or the subgroup) would then offer effective means 

of war prevention. It would not, however (at least, not initially), require or pro-

vide guarantees of human rights or human welfare, beyond freedom from war.

If the international spread of democratic commitment to nonviolence were 

more erratic, however—delayed in many parts of the world for decades or  

longer—then the development of a defensively oriented security regime of the 

kind outlined above might not play a major role in the demise of war. Instead, 

war might end in a more haphazard, drawn-out process, as a function of various 

nations’ independent policies which limit the use of force to defense in their own 

conduct of international affairs. In this case, it can be argued, effective interna-

tional peace enforcement institutions are not a necessary condition for peace, 

only a highly conducive condition.10

The Relationship between Moral Belief and Other Factors  
in Accounting for the Rise and Demise of War

In making a strong claim for moral beliefs as a determinant of war, I do not mean 

to suggest that such beliefs exist in a vacuum, detached from the institutions that 

teach and implement them, or from the choices and life experiences of the indi-

viduals who hold them. On the contrary, predominant moral beliefs represent 

nothing more than an abstraction from their manifestation in institutions, in 

culture, in the ideas that people are likely to articulate, and in actual behavior.

What, then, is the causal relationship that I postulate between norms, on the 

one hand, and political institutions, economic organization, and other aspects of 

culture, on the other? What determines the path along which the normal curve 

moves over time? Are moral beliefs only a mediating factor between some other 

“first cause” and the existence or nonexistence of a socially sanctioned form of 

violence such as war?

For the purposes of this essay, I assume that there is a relationship of continu-

ous interaction and mutual modification among political institutions, economic 

organization, a culture’s “world view” (general values and assumptions about the 

nature of the world and the important features of human life), and moral views 
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about violent behavior. Perhaps one of these factors—the economic, the political, 

the moral, or the world view—or some other factor, such as technology, tends 

to play a leading role in bringing about social change, while the others tend to 

follow. The leading factor may well differ from one era to the next, or from one 

society or part of the world to another.

More formally, the causal chain which accounts for the rise and demise of 

institutionalized, socially sanctioned forms of group violence, including war, is, 

I hypothesize, as follows:

1.	 A crisis (economic, political, or existential) leads to the practice of a form 

of group violence that had not previously occurred.

2.	 For one reason or another, the practice becomes embedded in a larger 

system of moral beliefs—that is, beliefs justifying the practice; and these 

beliefs, rather than the initial crisis conditions, subsequently become the 

main motivation for perpetuating the practice.

3.	 Because culturally transmitted, predominant moral beliefs are “sticky” 

(tending to persist until deflected), the practice may continue long after 

the conditions that originally gave rise to it cease to exist.

4.	 Eventually, however, the development of new circumstances leads to 

a weakening of the moral view according to which the practice was 

justified.

5.	 The combination of changed circumstances and changed beliefs lead to 

the abolition of the practice.

6.	 The ratchet effect involved in the banning of a previously sanctioned 

form of group violence, and the natural deepening of moral opposition 

once a practice has ceased make its recurrence virtually impossible.11

Postulating an evolutionary, interactive character between predominant moral 

beliefs and the cultural and political environment, I  do not argue that moral 

beliefs play the leading role in the rise or demise of various forms of socially 

sanctioned group violence.12 I support more limited claims for the role of moral 

beliefs in permitting or preventing socially sanctioned forms of violence: First, 

for violent forms of social action generally, moral beliefs serve as a gate which 

can be wide, facilitating violence, or narrow, deflecting stress toward nonviolent 

expression. Second, moral beliefs represent an important independent variable 

in the interplay of ideas, institutions, and political and economic conditions that 

perpetuate a sanctioned practice of violence. Third, under current international 

conditions, a modest change in moral beliefs about war in some nations could 

catalyze the further political and economic changes needed to bring about the 

initial cessation of war. Finally, the moral abhorrence of war that can be expected 
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to develop once the practice has ended is likely to be the single most important 

factor in the long-term preservation of peace.

2.3 � Comparison With Other Approaches
As noted earlier, the theory of peace presented here differs from certain other 

ideas about peace mainly in identifying a condition which, if achieved, could 

reasonably be expected to preserve peace indefinitely: that is, the emergence of a 

universal moral revulsion or abhorrence toward war.

The question of the conditions under which the abolition of war, once 

achieved, might last indefinitely has not generally been studied separately from 

the question of the conditions under which war might initially cease to occur. 

Even the transition to the initial abolition of war is rare as a subject of study 

compared with a much broader version of the topic: that is, the conditions under 

which the incidence of war might decline. The latter question—how to make the 

world more peaceful without ending war altogether—has received a great deal 

of attention.

Generally speaking, ideas about the achievement of peace focus on voluntary 

individual or government actions which, in their authors’ views, would improve 

the prospects for peace. In some cases the author may believe that the relevant 

actions would achieve their goal by fostering the growth of certain moral beliefs; 

but relatively few authors identify war-condoning or war-preventing moral 

beliefs as lying at the heart of the matter. In many cases, however, the stress on 

specific actions (for example, UN reform or national military budget cutting), 

rather than on general moral principles, represents a way to operationally distin-

guish between two quite different policies which, given the cooption of the word 

“defense,” might otherwise appear to be based on identical moral beliefs.

Complementary Approaches Focusing on Institutional Change

For the most part, other proposals for strengthening peace complement the 

approach outlined here, rather than competing or conflicting with it. They 

involve strengthening conflict-prevention and conflict-resolution institutions, 

along with related developments in culture and formal education of a kind likely 

to strengthen democratic commitment to nonviolence.

Complementary approaches differ from the approach presented here mainly 

in how they identify the fulcrum of change. Their authors tend to assume that 

moral beliefs are too malleable—too subject to self-interested interpretation—to 
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provide a reliable foundation for peace, and that only carefully constructed insti-

tutions can reliably translate good intentions into consistent results. My approach, 

too, calls for carefully constructed educational, policy, and peace enforcement 

institutions to reinforce and operationalize moral values in complex situations. 

It differs from the others mainly in underscoring the need for explicit, morally 

defined limits on the legitimate uses of armed force as the foundation for institu-

tions that are likely to be effective in preventing (or ending) war.

There are three main approaches to peace, which tend to overlap with each 

other and with the views put forward here, but have important differences in 

emphasis. They are: arms control and disarmament; the establishment of a genu-

ine, supranational world government or, on a more modest scale, the strengthen-

ing of the United Nations’ collective security institutions and peace enforcement 

capabilities; and the establishment or strengthening of other, dedicated means of 

nonviolent conflict resolution.

Certain subsets of these general approaches deserve special mention. Early 

armament-oriented approaches involved proposals for general and complete 

disarmament. Notable among these were the proposals debated in the interwar 

disarmament negotiations among the major European powers, the United States, 

Russia, and Japan;13 the disarmament plan included in Clark and Sohn’s proposal 

for world peace through world law (1966); and the McCloy-Zorin agreement 

negotiated by the US and Soviet ambassadors to the United Nations during the 

summer of 1961.14 After the early 1960s, the idea of general and complete dis-

armament was considered unrealistic, and attention focused instead on partial 

arms limitation and arms reduction measures (“arms control” agreements).15 

A new approach introduced in the 1980s stressed qualitative (as well as quantita-

tive) changes in armed forces, which would build confidence between potential 

military opponents by reducing the risks of surprise attack, preemptive offen-

sives, and mobilization for large-scale aggression. In addition to recently agreed 

measures for on-site inspection of stored equipment, observation of maneuvers, 

and data exchanges, more far-reaching proposed confidence building mea-

sures involve structural reconfiguration of armed forces to defensively oriented 

means of defense. Prominent among the theorists of defensive defense are Lutz 

Unterseher (Studiengruppe 1984), Wilhelm Nolte (Nolte and Nolte 1984), Bjørn 

Møller (1987–), Dietrich Fischer (1982), and Egbert Boeker (Barnaby and Boeker 

1982).16 Following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact, and the 

gradual integration of the states of eastern central Europe into West European 

institutions, a number of analysts incorporated defensive defense concepts in a 

broader approach called “cooperative security.”17 Under this approach, poten-

tial military opponents would cooperate in developing confidence-building 

security policies. A cooperative approach could be applied globally to processes 
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and concepts of security involving some or all of the military great powers (the 

United States, Britain, France, Germany, Russia, and China); or it could be applied 

regionally among the key players in major regional conflicts (for example, Israel, 

Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Egypt), or between countries with border 

disputes (for example, India and Pakistan).

Among the means of nonviolent conflict resolution, some involve early warn-

ing;18 others focus on institutions and techniques for effective nonviolent conflict 

resolution through negotiation and mediation;19 and one emphasizes organized, 

systematic civilian resistance as an alternative to armed revolt or armed defense.20

The approaches that involve the creation of some form of world government 

have a history dating back for centuries.21 In this century, support for better 

international governance has broadened to include interest in international 

law and international norms as factors that can help prevent armed conflict.22  

Like arms control and disarmament measures, and proposals for confidence-

building defenses, most ideas on ways to strengthen the peace-fostering roles 

of the United Nations and international law are fully compatible with my 

approach: indeed, practical changes in all of these areas would be desirable 

and, in some cases, required to implement my approach. Again, my approach 

differs from these others in arguing that no combination of peace-fostering 

measures is likely to lead to a peace that is global and lasting unless those 

measures aim to limit the use of armed force to defense, narrowly defined, 

and to end other uses of armed force, designed to support, protect, or advance 

“national interests.”

As noted earlier, the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the former Yugoslavia 

have focused attention on the need for a stronger body of law on secession, which 

lies at the boundary between domestic and international law and between civil 

and international war.23 Another related area involves collective security arrange-

ments of a partial rather than universal nature: many of those who believe that 

an effective world security system lies far off and may never be possible support 

more limited collective security arrangements—such as NATO, the Organiza-

tion for Security and Cooperation in Europe, or the Western European Union—

as a viable alternative means of strengthening peace for the foreseeable future. 

Such arrangements represent adaptations of Karl Deutsch’s “pluralistic security  

communities”—that is, groups of nations which share enough common values 

to join together to prevent war among themselves and protect each other against 

war with other nations.24

All of these institutionally based paths to a more peaceful world are com-

patible with the morally centered conditions for the achievement and mainte-

nance of peace that I describe; all of them would help strengthen commitment 

to nonviolence; and some combination of them would probably be required to 



32          CHAPTER 2

operationalize (that is, to express and enforce) the predominant commitment 

to defensive nonviolence that I  identify as key to peace. Similarly, most of the 

changes in popular culture and children’s education that have been proposed 

to strengthen commitment to nonviolence would not merely complement the 

moral changes needed to end war, but help bring them about.

Competing Approaches

There are areas of significant difference between the ideas put forward here and 

three other, competing approaches to peace. Two of these might be described as 

lying to the left of mine politically: one identifies commitment to nonviolence 

with no exception for defense as the most effective path to peace, or the only 

path with moral integrity; the other identifies minimum conditions of political 

freedom (that is, civil liberties and human rights) or economic justice, or both, 

as prerequisites for peace. A third competing approach, which lies to the right 

of mine politically, is the “power-balancing” view that the closest the world can 

come to a complete and lasting peace is to keep war at bay through military deter-

rence and military balances of power.

UNQUALIFIED COMMITMENT TO NONVIOLENCE

Those committed to nonviolence without exception for defense tend to believe 

that condoning any use of violence, including defense narrowly defined, is 

immoral and, even more important, represents a slippery slope that will lead to 

the perpetuation of war. Instead of drawing a moral line between defense and 

aggression, they draw a line between violence (regardless of the ostensible pur-

pose) and nonviolence.25

This is certainly a morally consistent view, and one which is arguably more 

internally coherent and powerful than the view that I advance, that democratic 

commitment to nonviolence offers a more readily achievable route to the com-

plete rejection of war which is needed for a permanent peace. Clearly, commit-

ment to absolute nonviolence is not merely conducive to the development of the 

view that war is unthinkable, but represents a far larger step toward that view 

than does qualified commitment to nonviolence. The problem I  see with this 

approach is that commitment to total nonviolence requires a leap of faith that 

lies well beyond the reach of most people, whereas commitment to defensive 

nonviolence is already the predominant view of most people. In today’s world 

(as distinct from a future world with little or no warfare), the great majority of 

people are likely to oppose any approach to peace that excludes the right to and 

means of self-defense. Moreover, it is feasible—and possibly essential for peace in 

the longer term—for most individuals to be able to make reasonable judgments 
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about whether or not given uses of force are defensive, and even whether a given 

use of deadly force was limited to the minimum required for defense.

By refusing to publicly support defensive uses of military force and to draw a 

sharp distinction between defense of a nation’s sovereignty and territorial integ-

rity on the one hand, and aggression or intervention to advance national interests 

on the other, those whose who advocate total nonviolence leave the practical 

business of defining the norms that are applied in public policy to those who 

support the use of force to advance national interests—and who deliberately blur 

the distinction between defensive and self-interested uses of force to win public 

support.

There is, however, one pragmatic point that may favor those who support 

complete nonviolence in the industrial countries, though not necessarily in 

Third World areas where opposition groups are fighting for freedom or justice. 

Because of its ambiguity—absolutely rejecting war for “us” but not for “them”—

this approach may be emotionally and politically the path of least resistance to 

a world without war. Ironically, trends in US military strategy and geopolitical 

thinking, which emphasize the use of aircraft and missiles to conquer less tech-

nologically advanced Third World armies with no loss of US lives, illustrate the 

enormous appeal of a world in which the rich and powerful live in a “zone of 

peace,” while other parts of the world continue to suffer from war.26

The United States is continuing to maintain large, powerful, very costly mili-

tary forces that underscore the US ability to protect itself, its friends, and its inter-

ests even though the Clinton administration and congressional leaders agree that 

there is today no imminent threat of major war involving the United States or the 

Western world,27 and no other threat that is worth putting US soldiers “in harm’s 

way,” as it is euphemistically phrased. The consensus on the lack of any cause 

worth dying for (or, in the view of proponents of nonviolence, worth killing for), 

for the first time since 1939, is indicative of positive changes in the international 

system and in attitudes toward war. In large part, it reflects the fact that since 

the end of the Vietnam War, US public opinion and US government policy have 

moved much closer to democratic commitment to nonviolence than they were 

earlier, even though current government policy statements continue to maintain 

the right to use force “to protect vital national interests.” Thus, in the long run, it 

is possible that unwillingness to risk dying, rather than principled opposition to 

killing, will make nonviolence the norm.

POLITICAL FREEDOM AND ECONOMIC JUSTICE

As suggested above, many people in the industrial nations combine unquali-

fied commitment to nonviolence for themselves and their own countries with 

support for or acceptance of the use of armed force by Third World groups to 
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rectify injustices in their nations and regions. This moral position does not fun-

damentally differ from that of politically conservative adherents of the just war 

view: for both, the morality of the means (the use of deadly force) depends on 

one’s assessment of the justice of the ends. The problem with this position is that 

acceptance of certain wars as just by people who otherwise are committed to 

total nonviolence obstructs and undermines the development of the more deeply 

rooted norm of nonviolence that is needed to make war unthinkable.

The earlier section on the abolition of internal (civil) wars raised a question 

about whether such wars were likely to end in areas where democratic institutions 

have not been established. In that section, I argued that over the last 50 years, 

there have been many cases in which the transition to democratic governance 

was accomplished largely or entirely by means of nonviolent protest and resis-

tance. Thus, it cannot be argued that war cannot end unless and until democratic 

institutions have been established in all countries. It can be argued that the more 

countries that have established democratic institutions, the less likely will be 

both civil wars and international wars of aggression. From the viewpoint of the 

“least change” conditions for the abolition of war, a reasonable case can be made 

that democratic institutions now exist in a sufficient proportion of the world’s 

nations, and in adequate quality in those nations, that war could conceivably be 

abolished prior to any further spread of democracy. At the same time, it must be 

stressed that the abolition of war should not be seen as depriving those who seek 

political freedoms and equality before the law of a useful means to those goals. 

On the contrary, to the extent that repressive regimes respond with violence and 

brutality to nonviolent protests supporting social change, they lose legitimacy 

and authority at home and abroad, setting the stage for their own demise. Thus, 

rather than identify peace as unrelated to or counterproductive for the spread of 

freedom, we can assume that the abolition of war is likely to foster the spread of 

democratic values and institutions.

Similarly absent from my list of conditions for peace is any economic factor, 

such as the establishment of a minimum standard of living around the world, the 

elimination of the most egregious disparities in wealth and opportunity within 

or among nations, or even further guarantees than exist today of equality of 

opportunity. The argument here parallels that regarding the need for democratic 

institutions as a prerequisite to peace: the establishment of a minimum standard 

of living and the narrowing of the gap between rich and poor are both likely to 

be conducive to peace, but neither is a necessary precondition to peace. Just as is 

the case for freedom, an argument can be made that defining justice as a condi-

tion for peace is putting the cart before the horse: war and threats of war are, 

in the first instance, an instrument of the rich and powerful, who can use their 

wealth and power to secure various advantages in any open military contest. The 
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abolition of war is likely to promote economic welfare and equity. Regarding the 

distribution of wealth, ruling out the use of force by the mighty to preserve or 

extend their advantages would improve conditions for narrowing the income 

gap between the rich and poor nations. Regarding the fulfillment of basic human 

needs, it is widely recognized that disarmament can promote development, by 

freeing up resources, removing obstacles to international aid, and changing 

domestic economic priorities.

In many cases, the view that peace cannot be achieved without prior conditions 

of political democracy or economic justice may be more an expression of concern 

with freedom and justice than a considered view on the conditions for peace. Thus, 

the same view might be more accurately phrased in one of the following formula-

tions: (1) Global deficiencies in democracy and justice are more pressing and merit 

more urgent attention than do problems of war and peace, which are less acute; 

(2) Working for peace should not be misinterpreted as accepting the status quo in 

regard to oppression and injustice; (3) Rich nations (or, domestically, middle-class 

yuppies) may have the luxury of addressing the intractable issues of war and peace; 

poor nations and poor people have to focus on problems of economic survival; 

or, finally, (4) Just because I  am a rich yuppie and have the luxury of taking a 

principled position on the intractable and (given the low likelihood of my action 

having any serious political impact) theoretical issues of war and peace, that does 

not mean that I do not give a high priority to the concrete, urgent economic and 

political problems of those who are not as well off as I am, at home and abroad.

The idea that peace might be more readily achievable than freedom or jus-

tice and could facilitate and strengthen efforts for freedom and justice seems to 

offend the sensibility of many liberal and progressive activists, as though time 

and effort put into political efforts to end war (or intellectual efforts to think 

through how to end war) necessarily steal time and effort from trying to help 

the less fortunate in our own societies and in the world. But if, on reflection, one 

concludes that ending war can be achieved more quickly and easily than ending 

oppression and injustice, and that ending war would greatly help efforts to end 

oppression and injustice, this resolves the sense of competing priorities.

In cases where there is no effort to make a serious assessment of the prospects 

of achieving peace, freedom, or justice to the degree needed to bring about the 

others, but merely a casual statement such as “If you want peace, work for justice,” 

I infer that the real content of the claim is something like “Working for justice is a 

higher priority for me than working for peace; and besides, I believe that insofar 

as justice is achieved, the prospects for peace will be increased.” The claim that 

justice is conducive to peace is consistent with the idea that principled commit-

ment to nonviolence is an important factor, but not the only factor which affects 

the prospects for peace. The fact that the speaker gives justice a higher priority 
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than peace is the expression of a personal preference, not a theoretical idea about 

the relationship between the two.

The leading intellectual proponent of the view that peace cannot exist without 

justice is Johan Galtung, who introduced the concept of “structural violence” 

into peace research in the 1960s.28 The core meaning of the concept is that people 

are subjected to forms of physical “violence” (starvation, malnutrition, disease) 

and other severe deprivations comparable to the losses suffered in war not only as 

a result of acts of war, but also as a result of the ostensibly “nonviolent” structure 

and workings of capitalist socioeconomic systems. Later generations of peace 

researchers have incorporated the concept into their work using the shorthand 

phrases “positive” peace and “negative” peace: positive peace is peace with justice 

and freedom (and, more recently, appropriate treatment of the natural environ-

ment); negative peace is the mere absence of war.

The Galtungian school does not explicitly claim that justice is a precondi-

tion for the abolition of war. Instead it argues that peace without justice is not 

genuine peace, nor likely to be a lasting peace. Many university-based “peace 

studies” (or “peace and justice” studies) programs are based on this view, which 

has encouraged students to learn about poverty and inequality but has not been 

particularly fruitful as a source of ideas, research, or public debate on the condi-

tions for ending war.

POWER BALANCING

Analysts and politicians of the “power-balancing” school of thought believe that 

war cannot be abolished, only kept at bay.29 They argue that the most reliable, effec-

tive means of keeping war at bay is the deterrent effect of the threat of punishment 

for aggression by means of retaliation with conventional or even nuclear military 

forces. They believe that military alliances and military power balancing strengthen 

deterrence by increasing the forces available for retaliation and bringing the politi-

cal legitimacy of multilateral support to deterrent threats—and, perhaps, by bring-

ing the discipline and predictability required by military alliances into the turbulent 

course of international affairs. They assume that it is dangerous to disarm, because 

this will weaken deterrence and increase the risk of war. For the same reason, they 

tend to put a higher priority on maintaining the internal coherence of power blocs 

than on goals conducive to the abolition of war, such as limiting weapon deploy-

ments and military actions as narrowly as possible to defense, or supporting the 

growth of egalitarian, participatory international political institutions.

The main reasons advanced by the power-balancing school for the view that 

war cannot be ended are the key obstacles to war addressed in this essay: innate 

human aggressiveness, powerful incentives to go to war, the lack of a world gov-

ernment to prevent war (and the potential for tyranny inherent in the creation 
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of a world government), and the frailty of political institutions in general, and 

peacekeeping and peace enforcement institutions in particular, when placed 

under great stress.

In brief, my comments on these obstacles are as follows: the nature of innate 

aggressiveness is not such as to preclude the abolition of war; like domestic vio-

lence, the tendency to go to war can be restrained by appropriate socialization, 

even when powerful incentives for war appear to be present; limiting the use of 

armed force to defense offers avenues for creating a nontyrannical peace enforce-

ment system; and a deeply internalized moral commitment to nonviolence can 

make peace enforcement institutions work even when placed under stress. These 

arguments are developed more fully in Part II of this essay.

Conclusions
Like advocates of complete nonviolence, experts of the power-balancing school 

often support arms control and the strengthening international security institu-

tions.30 At the same time, like adherents of power balancing, nonviolent activists 

usually describe their goal as “reducing the risk of war” rather than “ending war.” 

As a result, the public is left uncertain as to the real differences in the peace-

related goals and means supported by these schools of thought. The shared value 

that pierces the public’s confusion is an interest in making a warlike world more 

peaceful. This lowest common denominator of the most prominent schools of 

thought has an unfortunate impact: it leaves the public with the view that avail-

able public policy choices cannot do more than affect the risk of war in the short 

term; none will actually increase or decrease the (presumably very dim) pros-

pects of ending war altogether in the longer term.

By failing to develop a theory of how war might end and a set of political and 

security strategies to achieve that goal, advocates of complete nonviolence, along 

with advocates of power balancing, have limited public debate to the question 

of how to reduce the risk of war and the costs of preparing for war in a world 

where war is inevitable. Typically, the difference between those two schools on 

this question boils down to whether to rely on more or less armed force for the 

purposes of deterrence and warfighting. In any such dispute, middle-of-the-road 

publics generally take the view that “it’s better to be safe than sorry”: thus, they 

agree to spend more rather than less to buy more rather than less armed force. 

This creates a self-fulfilling prophecy, since maintaining more than enough force 

to minimize the risk of war in the short term precludes confidence-building lim-

its that would deter war in the short term while moving gradually toward the 

conditions needed to end war over the longer term.
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3.1 � Introduction
Chapter 2 describes conditions of commitment to defensive nonviolence under 

which war might initially end, and related conditions of abhorrence of war under 

which, once ended, war could be permanently abolished. This chapter and those 

that follow attempt to make a convincing case that war is susceptible to being 

permanently abolished. The evidence and arguments adduced address three 

of the four obstacles to the abolition of war raised in Chapter 1: the view that 

human beings have innate aggressive instincts that trigger or foster war; the view 

that moral beliefs which warrant and motivate war persist; and the view that even 

if peace were initially achieved, pressures would arise sooner or later that would 

lead to war. The first two of these obstacles pertain to the feasibility of the initial 

abolition of war, as well as the feasibility of the long-term maintenance of peace; 

the third concerns only the long-term maintenance of peace. I defer to later study 

further elaboration of other aspects of the conditions under which peace might 

initially be achieved, including a response to the fourth obstacle to peace cited in 

Chapter 1, the view that insuperable obstacles block the establishment of effec-

tive international institutions for peacekeeping and peace enforcement.

The material in Chapters  3–6 supports the hypotheses about the achieve-

ment and maintenance of peace with the argument that war is one among many 

forms of socially sanctioned group violence, and is subject to rules of individual 

motivation and social organization that apply to all forms of socially sanctioned 

group violence:1

3

THE ROLES OF INNATE IMPULSES  
AND LEARNED MORAL BELIEFS IN 
INDIVIDUAL AND GROUP VIOLENCE
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•	 The role of innate aggressiveness in causing violence: Some individual 

acts of violence (“crimes of passion”) and some group acts of violence 

(mob rioting) are motivated by aggressive impulses (feelings of hostility 

and desire to hurt); but even such acts include an important component of 

rational choice. To the extent that acts of violence are motivated by innate 

impulses rather than rational choice, they represent a loss of control. In 

sane adults, aggressive impulses do not represent a spontaneous instinct or 

drive; they are always reactions to a source of provocation and they subside 

when the provocation is removed. There is no form of innate aggressive 

energy in human beings which arises spontaneously and accumulates until 

it is expressed in one form or another. From the viewpoint of the society 

or nation, institutionalized, socially sanctioned forms of group violence 

are always the product of deliberate choice based on calculations of risk, 

cost, and benefit. From the viewpoint of the individual, active participation 

in (and to some degree, even passive noninterference with) socially sanc-

tioned group violence represents not the loss of control indicated when 

the motive for an act is an aggressive impulse, but rather the exercise of 

deliberate, highly organized choice and compliance.

•	 The role of moral beliefs in preventing nonsanctioned violence and 
permitting sanctioned violence: In every culture, learning to control the 

expression of feelings and impulses is a central part of childhood develop-

ment. Among other things, learning to “sublimate” aggressive and sexual 

impulses, that is, to redirect or rechannel the former away from acts of 

violence and the latter away from sexual acts, is central to ego formation 

and to the development of a healthy, mature adult. The developmental 

process creates a baseline inhibition (a habit or predisposition) against vio-

lent behavior and an ability to choose whether or not to commit acts of 

violence—both of which are control functions whose operation involves 

specific areas of the brain. I hypothesize that the universal childhood pro-

cess of learning to sublimate aggressive impulses creates an internalized 

moral presumption in adults that all forms of violence are wrong; and that 

society superimposes on this underlying presumption a set of exceptions 

to the general rule, along with reasons and contexts for the exceptions. The 

exceptions are morally explained, socially sanctioned forms of individual 

and group violence. The main role of learned moral beliefs in socially sanc-

tioned group violence is to lower the barrier to violence which all individu-

als internalize as a fundamental moral premise.

•	 Changes in moral beliefs about and practices of socially sanctioned 
forms of group violence: From time to time in various cultures, new forms 

of socially sanctioned group violence appear or existing forms of socially 
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sanctioned group violence disappear. Changes in practice are associated 

with corresponding changes in socially taught moral beliefs about accept-

able and unacceptable forms of violence. In some cases, the rationale for 

a given form of sanctioned violence seems to fade, giving way to the pre-

sumption that it is not an acceptable form of behavior: in such cases, spon-

taneous changes in moral belief appear to be the main cause of the demise 

of a previously sanctioned practice. In other cases, changes in political, 

social, or economic organization and related changes in world view seem 

to lead to the rise or demise of a given practice of socially sanctioned vio-

lence and to the condoning moral beliefs associated with it.

•	 The role of moral beliefs in preventing a recurrence of previously sanc-
tioned forms of group violence: Forms of violence which were once 

socially sanctioned but then abolished never recur in the societies that 

previously practiced them. The reasons for this stem from changes in con-

sciousness, world view, and moral belief, not from the absence of condi-

tions similar to those in which the violence was previously sanctioned. 

I hypothesize that there is a loss of innocence or consciousness-raising 

process which occurs when the moral rationale for a practice to which 

there is an underlying aversion is stripped away: once a given practice is 

perceived as an absolute evil (not a necessary or justifiable evil, nor, poten-

tially, the lesser among evils), this perception cannot be erased; future 

efforts to restore the practice on the grounds that it is an acceptable or 

necessary evil fall on deaf ears.

When applied to war, these general rules regarding the roles of innate impulses 

and learned moral beliefs in the conduct and prevention of socially sanctioned 

forms of group violence suggest the following specific conclusions: War is not 

the product of an innate aggressive “drive,” nor of innate aggressive impulses, 

nor is it a inevitable part of the human condition. It is a product of culturally 

shaped moral beliefs about this form of violence, introduced at a certain juncture 

in human history. Generally speaking, such beliefs tend to change, both by fad-

ing and by being eroded when changing political and economic circumstances 

reduce the perceived utility of a given form of violence. There is reason to believe 

that both fading and erosion are weakening the moral beliefs that make war 

socially acceptable and motivate individual participation in war. Moreover, the 

history of other forms of socially sanctioned violence suggests that if war is ini-

tially abolished, a more profound abhorrence of the practice is likely to develop, 

which will prevent its future recurrence.

The remainder of this introduction expands on the obstacles to the aboli-

tion of war which are addressed in Part II; it introduces the types of evidence 
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supporting the views outlined above; and it outlines the organization of the evi-

dence in this and the succeeding chapters.

Skepticism about the Abolition of War

Skepticism about the feasibility of the permanent abolition of war is usually 

based on ideas about innate human aggressiveness, stress-induced violence, or 

the weakness of peace enforcement institutions. Some argue that since human 

beings have innate aggressive tendencies, it is foolish to expect human societ-

ies to stop committing acts of aggression, permanently and completely. Even if 

some nations ceased to make war for one reason or another, innate aggressiveness 

would generate “rogue” states, with aggressive political leaders who will try to 

use armed force to advance their national interests, and easily aroused followers 

willing to implement such decisions.

Another widespread view is that, unlike the actions of individuals, the actions 

of nation-states are not constrained (or only very loosely constrained) by moral 

considerations. Nations, the argument goes, are likely to take any action which 

their leaders perceive to be in the national interest; and if war is likely to promote 

national interests, nations will make war. This argument may seem a bit over-

drawn, but a more modest version of the claim is quite compelling: nations which 

experience severe stress (economic, environmental, political, etc.) may resort to 

war in an effort to avoid losses, make compensating gains, or strengthen national 

cohesion. In other words, regardless of potential future changes in institutions and 

norms, in times of great stress, nations may tum to war as a remedy of last resort.

Finally, many political analysts argue that in theory, war might be abolished if 

there were a global counterpart to national governments—that is, a world gov-

ernment with a monopoly on armed force—but in practice, such a government 

would pose an unacceptable risk of world dictatorship, and for this reason its 

creation is both undesirable and unlikely. This means that even in the best case, 

international peacekeeping institutions are likely to be too weak to prevent war 

or quickly end up backsliding (that is, the reintroduction of war after it had 

stopped) by rogue states, aggressive leaders, or nations under stress.

Each of these doubts about the feasibility of the abolition of war has consid-

erable prima facie plausibility; and the combination of the three might seem to 

seal the fate of abolition. The hypotheses presented in Chapter 2 about the role 

of moral beliefs in perpetuating and preventing war were developed, however, 

with the goal of putting these doubts to rest. Thus, in this and the succeeding 

chapters, as I elaborate on the role of moral beliefs in matters of war and peace, 

the material is organized and focused so as to provide a direct, full response to 

each concern.



Innate Impulses and Learned Moral Beliefs         45

Evidence for the Key Role of Moral Beliefs in Institutionalized 
Forms of Group Violence

Diverse kinds of evidence support the view that despite innate human aggres-

siveness, powerful moral opposition to war, once achieved, would prevail even 

in situations of extreme stress and in the absence of an all-powerful world gov-

ernment. History and anthropology offer precedents for the permanent demise 

of socially sanctioned forms of group violence and violation that were once 

widely practiced and, at the time, considered vital to the well-being of society— 

practices whose abolition was comparable to that of war in character, magni-

tude, and scope. In those earlier cases, the initial ending of each practice seems 

to have been due to changes in circumstances and in world view and moral 

beliefs, while the later global reach and permanence of each ban appears to have 

been the product of an increasingly deeply rooted, universal, self-perpetuating 

moral belief that the practice could not be justified under any circumstances. 

The historical and anthropological evidence for the role of moral beliefs in the 

practice and subsequent abolition of previously sanctioned forms of institution-

alized violence is discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. Chapter 4 surveys a number of 

forms of violence that were once widely practiced and socially sanctioned but 

later abolished; and it discusses the role of moral beliefs in the rise and demise of 

those practices. Chapter 5 presents a detailed case study of the practice of socially 

sanctioned group violence which is most remote from modern experience—and 

therefore most powerful in illustrating the importance of learned moral beliefs 

in accounting for sanctioned violence—that is, ritual cannibalism.

A separate but related body of evidence concerning the relationship between 

moral beliefs and violent behavior, reviewed in this chapter, lies in an area that 

cuts across psychology, psychoanalytic theory, social psychology, neurobiology, 

and criminology. Experimental, clinical, survey, and statistical research and theo-

retical studies in these fields suggest a model of how biological features of aggres-

sion, early childhood development, and culturally shaped, normatively loaded 

ideas about violence interact to permit or prevent violent behavior by groups 

and by individuals. The remainder of this introductory section presents the main 

conclusions drawn from these studies, which are discussed in more detail in sub-

sequent sections.

Recent psychobiological and neurological research has revealed a great 

deal about the innate, physiologically based tendency of human beings, when 

provoked, to exhibit physical signs of angry arousal and to experience hostile 

affect, and, sometimes, aggressive impulses (that is, impulses toward violence 

or other harmful behavior) toward the source of the provocation. Every recent 

study underscores, however, that there is no evidence that aggressive impulses 
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necessarily lead to violence, and no evidence for the existence of a physiologi-

cally based form of aggressive “energy” that can build up inside people until it is 

released, like an electrical charge or water behind a dam. On the contrary, recent 

research indicates that violent actions by mentally and physically healthy, mature 

human adults—whether conducted alone, in small groups, in large groups, or on 

behalf of society as a whole—are always the product of voluntary choice and of 

culturally shaped cost-risk-benefit assessment by the perpetrator(s).

Under special circumstances, pathological states of human physiology may 

cause the subject to manifest forms of verbal or physical violence which are vir-

tually involuntary: these states include brain lesions (created, for example, by 

accidents or tumors); abnormal brain conditions associated with severe retarda-

tion; and abnormal chemical or hormonal balances associated with psychosis 

and other severe mental illness. These conditions tend to dampen or eliminate 

the operation of areas of the brain and neural pathways which control the expres-

sion of affect, modulate or regulate behavior, and inhibit or “control” (prevent, 

or determine the direction, form, and intensity of) acts of violence. Intoxica-

tion by alcohol and other drugs, and withdrawal from intoxication, can have 

similar effects, particularly those associated with irritation and uncontrolled or 

ill-controlled movement. In healthy, sober adults, learned ideas about acceptable 

forms of behavior, learned habits or patterns of behavior, and learned expectations 

about social rewards and punishments determine the form in which individuals 

express spontaneous impulses, including but not limited to anger and aggressive 

impulses.

Advances in the study of the brain, developmental psychology, and psychoana-

lytic theory all indicate that learning to control or “sublimate” the expression of 

all kinds of feelings and impulses, including aggressive impulses, is a central aspect 

of the normal childhood sequence of growth and development. Sublimation  

permits planned, organized behavior by allowing the individual not to childishly 

“act out” intense emotions, urges, or impulses, but instead to channel feelings 

into socially acceptable and socially productive action. As indicated above, for 

an adult to lose or fail to develop the ability to control the violent expression of 

hostile feelings is a sign of serious mental illness, retardation, brain damage, or 

severe chemical imbalance. The forms of behavior in which adults do express 

emotions and impulses are influenced by internalized cultural norms, some of 

which are learned in early childhood, others acquired later in life. Social norms 

tend to set particularly strong, clear limits in the realms of violence and sex, 

where the inability of individuals to control behavior could immediately affect 

the prospects for group survival by increasing the birth rate or the death rate.

Institutionalized, socially sanctioned forms of group violence (including war), 

even more than individual acts of violence, are determined not by biologically 
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based aggressive impulses but by cognitively controlled decision making pro-

cesses. The need for community and the importance of the community in the life 

of the individual motivate the perpetrators of institutionalized violence. Individ-

uals carry out prescribed acts of violence because they need a social context for 

identity, they need social acceptance and approval, and they want to avoid oppro-

brium and punishment; and because they have internalized normatively loaded, 

culturally shaped beliefs about the violent practice as an acceptable means for the 

community to secure a valued goal.

The claim that learned, culturally determined beliefs play a more important 

role than innate aggressive impulses in perpetuating war as a social institution, 

and that different beliefs could end war, is a special case of a more general claim: 

culturally determined moral beliefs about acceptable and unacceptable forms of 

violence play a far more important role than innate aggressive impulses in the 

rise, conduct, and demise of all forms of institutionalized, socially sanctioned 

group violence.

The next section of this chapter discusses in more detail the relationship 

between innate aggressive impulses and violent behavior in the individual. The 

third section addresses the shared and differing features of individual and group 

violence, socially sanctioned and socially banned forms of violence, and impul-

sive and institutionalized violence.

3.2 � Sources and Features of Violence  
by Individuals

Is there an innate aggressive drive or instinct in human beings? If so, does it play 

an important role in the causes of war? And does it preclude the abolition of 

war? These questions can be answered today with far more authority and clarity 

than they could three decades ago, when two popular books—Konrad Lorenz’s 

On Aggression (1967) and Robert Ardrey’s The Territorial Imperative (1967)—

claimed that war is the product of an innate tendency to aggression embedded 

in the limbic system that humans inherited from prehuman species. The pub-

lication of these books and pressing public policy issues concerning war and 

crime led many psychologists and sociologists to undertake experimental, survey, 

statistical, and epidemiological studies in an effort to identify the innate (bio-

logical) and learned (social) sources of violent behavior. Over the same period, 

burgeoning research on neurology, biochemistry, mental illness, and brain dam-

age provided far more fine-tuned means than had previously been available for 

investigating the biological etiology and somatic features of violent behavior in 

humans and other animals.
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Despite their disparate vocabularies and contexts, studies across a wide range 

of disciplines2 show a substantial degree of consensus on the nature of the innate 

propensity to violence in human beings, and the impact of social learning fac-

tors on the tendency to perform violent acts. The overarching conclusion is that 

acts of violence by mature, mentally and physically healthy, sober adults do not 

reflect an innate aggressive drive or instinct in the human species, which imposes 

an involuntary or semivoluntary compulsion on individuals (acting singly or in 

groups) to conduct violent acts. Instead, violence on the part of healthy adults is 

the product of a deliberate, fully voluntary, cognitively controlled decision mak-

ing process in which individuals weigh (even if poorly and briefly) the potential 

outcomes of the action, including harm to the victim, social approval or dis-

approval, legality, punishment, and other potential costs, risks, and benefits. In 

other words, to the extent that acts of violence by individuals are biologically 

driven, they are caused by abnormal, pathological conditions; normal biological 

conditions and development in humans create adults who are routinely able to 

inhibit violent action even when they experience intense stress or intense aggres-

sive affect.

The following sections develop this perspective and its ramifications for the 

conduct and abolition of war. First, I look at the biological, social, and develop-

mental psychological factors which in the overwhelming majority of individuals 

developmentally elicit a tendency to inhibit violence which prevails through-

out the lifespan. In a small minority of individuals, on the order of five percent, 

the interaction of these factors leave violence-inhibiting neurological structures, 

patterns of behavior, and personality preferences undeveloped. In those indi-

viduals, biological, psychological, and conceptual factors will tend to facilitate or 

encourage violence throughout the lifespan. This section shows that rather than 

an innate aggressive drive, the innate features of aggression in individuals are: 

(1) a capacity for violent behavior, particularly in response to provocation; (2) 

innate somatic reactions to (or components of) the arousal of feelings of hostil-

ity or anger; and (3) physiological structures that in most individuals inhibit the 

expression of hostility or anger in violent behavior.

In the second section, I look at the later social influences which contribute to 

voluntary choices to commit violence among both the minority who are predis-

posed to violence and the majority who predisposed to nonviolence.

Physiologically Based Aspects of Aggressive Impulses  
and Violent Behavior by Individuals

Over the past 30 years, there has been an explosion of research on aggression 

by biologists, psychologists, and anthropologists on aggression, following the 
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“ethological” accounts put forward by Lorenz and Ardrey. Pointing to examples 

of aggressiveness and territorial defense in the animal kingdom, Lorenz and 

Ardrey argued that the human species inherited both tendencies. Subsequent 

research showed that the activities among animals called “territorial defense” 

actually involve two other forms of behavior: intermale aggression, and differ-

ences in aggressive behavior on familiar and unfamiliar ground [Moyer (1976); 

see further below]. This clarification did not, however, put to rest the idea that 

human beings have an innate tendency toward aggression. On the contrary, stud-

ies of the “psychobiology” of aggression have identified various physiological sys-

tems in humans which are regularly associated with anger (or irritation) and 

violence. These include neural brain localities, endocrine and hormonal levels, 

and manifestations of arousal or excitability. Research on mentally ill and brain-

damaged patients and on populations of violent criminals indicates that certain 

brain lesions and excesses or deficits of certain chemicals are associated with 

unprovoked acts of violence.3

As Lorenz suggested, human physiology does include systems derived from 

those in prehuman animals—specifically, neurological structures and states of 

blood chemistry—which are associated with the onset or the cessation or inhibi-

tion of hostile, aggressive affect and (when it occurs) related violent behavior. 

Lorenz and Ardrey were wrong, however, in reading into animal behavior an 

innate tendency to proactive aggression against others of the same species, except 

for male contests for sexual predominance in some species. The contexts and 

forms of violent attacks and aggressive posturing among nonhuman mammals 

are limited to four specific kinds:

Type of aggressive behavior	 Induced by
1.  Predatory	 1.  Appearance of natural prey

2.  Fear-induced	 2. � Threat, distress calls of young (perceiving 

threat)

3.  Irritable	 3.  Pain, frustration, deprivation

4.  Intermale	 4.  Male of the same species4

Of the four, only predatory aggression—that is, hunting other animals for 

food—involves unprovoked “offensive” attacks, designed to kill or disable a living 

creature. This form of aggression has a direct counterpart in human behavior, 

which is hunting or fishing for food.

The other three forms of violence, particularly as exhibited among nonhuman 

primates, are specifically reactive and defensive in nature. Fear-induced violence 

is generally the result of being at the receiving end of predatory aggression, or 

being fearful of this. Exposure to a potentially dangerous foe produces a “fight or 

flight” reaction, in which flight is always attempted first (except among mothers 
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protecting their young), and fighting for survival is a last resort. Irritable aggres-

sion is a violent reaction to a source of irritation, which is most often pain, but 

can also be the frustration associated with a failure of an expected response or 

the withdrawal of an expected pleasure.

At first glance, intermale aggression seems to be closest to the standard image 

of aggressive behavior in human beings: among primates, intermale aggression 

involves hostility and aggressive displays by two males of the same species, who 

are competing for sexual access to female partners. But primate intermale aggres-

sion differs from human war in all key respects:

•	 With rare exceptions, primate intermale aggression is limited to aggressive 

posturing and causes no physical harm to either party.

•	 In situations where the two males are part of the same group (or becom-

ing part of the same group), the function of the aggressive posturing is 

to establish the dominance order in the group without deadly violence. 

A surprising recent finding is that the dominance rank does not provide 

tangible benefits, such as access to more, better, or earlier food or sexual 

activity (unless the group is facing extinction). Instead, the function of the 

dominance order, along with that of the aggressive posturing, is to prevent 

uncertainty and resulting potentially deadly violence within the group.

•	 In situations where the two males are not part of the same group, the male 

which is on familiar territory will dominate the interaction, because his 

entire energy is dedicated to the confrontation, while the male which is on 

unfamiliar territory will be preoccupied with an “incompatible” behavior, 

which is the caution, exploration, and readiness to flee that always pre-

dominates on unfamiliar territory.

Among nonhuman animals and, as far as can be detected physiologically, 

among humans, the aggressive reaction to a provocation (a predatory threat, an 

irritant, a competing male) ceases as soon as the provocation is removed: there is 

no residual aggressive energy to be discharged. Similarly, there is no accumula-

tion or build-up of aggressive energy prior to the provocation (or, in the case of 

hunting for food, prior to the observation of a suitable prey).

Each of the four main types of aggressiveness in nonhuman animals is associ-

ated with specific somatic changes and intense activity in specific areas of the 

brain and neural network; and no two clusters of somatic effects can occur simul-

taneously. Because of the mutually exclusive character of aggressive reactions 

with each other and with certain other clusters of somatic effects (for example, 

those associated with humor, sexual arousal, or hunger), each cluster is called 

an “incompatible response” to each of the others. If an incompatible response is 

induced, the prior somatic state will simply disappear.
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The study of patients with brain damage has shown that the physiological sites 

and effects associated with various types of aggressiveness in humans resembles 

that in animals; but the similarity between humans and other animals in the 

somatic features of some forms of aggressive affect does not show that violent 

behavior is instinctive in human beings. On the contrary, one of the most impor-

tant recent findings is that certain areas of the brain serve as “on-set” and “off-set” 

switches for aggressive behavior: the on-set switches turn on the somatic reactions 

and aggressive feelings associated with hostile responses to provocations; the off-

set switches control the behavior that follows the arousal of hostility, inhibit-

ing violence and other socially unacceptable actions. Experiments with animal 

(mainly mouse) brains, studies of human brain damage, and psychopharmaco-

logical studies all show that the on-set and off-set switches can be turned off or 

dampened by brain lesions and by drugs. Patients who suffer an accidental injury 

that creates a lesion in the off-set area exhibit abrupt outbursts of verbal abuse 

and physical violence (called “explosive violence”), which represent a dramatic 

change in behavior compared with their preinjury pattern. Alcohol and illegal 

narcotics generally decrease or block the function of the violence-inhibitors, and 

withdrawal from the effects of alcohol and other illegal and prescribed drugs 

can have a similar impact. Earlier in this century, many mentally ill patients who 

exhibited extreme violence had the aggression “on-set” area surgically removed, 

which made them exceptionally passive as well as nonviolent. Today, medications 

are prescribed for this purpose.

Physiologically induced episodic (repeated) violence which lies entirely 

beyond the voluntary control of the individual occurs only in the presence of 

certain pathological conditions: brain lesions in parts of the brain that regu-

late behavior; and abnormalities in body chemistry associated with some severe 

mental illnesses or with the use of intoxicants and other drugs which interfere 

with the operation of those parts of the brain (simulating brain lesion). In other 

words, the propensity of the overwhelming majority of individuals, who do not 

suffer from pathological neurological or neurochemical conditions and have not 

consumed alcohol or other drugs, is not to express aggressive impulses in violent 

behavior.

The normal condition of nonviolence is a product not only of brain struc-

tures that regulate or inhibit violence, but also of the interactive development 

of the brain, behavior, perception, and personality in early childhood. Gen-

erally speaking, pathological physiological conditions impede and degrade 

developmental learning of the kind that helps prevent violent behavior. This 

learning includes the acquisition of language, the development of motor skills, 

and the development of a sense of mastery over the external environment. In 

other words, there are interactive social-biological feedback loops which tend to 
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reinforce and strengthen the operation of the brain areas that inhibit violence in 

the course of the early childhood development of normally endowed individu-

als, or to weaken the operation of those areas in individuals with abnormali-

ties in regulatory systems or chemistry or with severe mental retardation. The 

opposite can also occur, however: appropriate nurturing and training can assist 

those with abnormalities to develop more normally, while neglect, violence, 

verbal abuse, and lack of physical activity can weaken autonomic regulation. 

Given these findings, it is not surprising that among lifetime career criminals 

with repeated violent offenses, the rates of brain malformation, psychosis, other 

severe mental illness, and mental retardation are several fold greater than they 

are in the population at large.

Finally, there is a well-documented correlation between the level of serum 

testosterone (and steroid hormones more generally) in the blood and violent 

behavior. In some way, hormones are believed to contribute to the extraor-

dinarily skewed incidence of crime in general and violent crime in particular 

among males, who account for 90 percent of violent crime, and especially males 

between the ages of 14 and 18, who account for about half of all violent crime by 

males. (These statistics hold across many cultures, in which the absolute rates of 

violent crime differ widely.) The statistics of violent crime suggest that there are 

two main populations who engage in serious violence, with different motives and 

propensities. The first is a very small fraction of the population who participate 

in violent acts throughout their lives, from early childhood to past 50 and who 

are responsible for the bulk of “stranger violence” (assault and homicide) associ-

ated with armed robbery and thrill-seeking violence. The second is a proportion-

ately much larger group of teenage youths, who due to high testosterone levels 

or other features of adolescence, have aggressive impulses that are more easily 

aroused and more readily translated into violent action than is the case for the 

population at large. The same youths tend to drink or do drugs, further lowering 

their self-awareness and their neural inhibitors against violence; they participate 

in gangs and in other competitive small-group behavior, in which violence is 

admired, instigated, and encouraged; and they are responsible for the bulk of 

“friend and acquaintance” violence, typically committed when the perpetrator 

(and, often, the victim) is intoxicated and engaged in roughhousing or other 

forms of competitive and often illegal activity.5

As suggested by the existence of behavior-regulating neurological structures 

and functions, which serve to inhibit the expression of aggressive affect in violent 

action, there is no innate human aggressive “drive,” which, on its own, generates 

violent behavior. No physiological evidence at all has been found for the exis-

tence of an aggressive form of energy, which is capable of building up inside of 
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individuals (or groups) and which must then be released in one form of action or 

another. Study after study explicitly rejects the “hydraulic” theory of aggression 

suggested by Freud, when he postulated the existence of an aggressive drive.6 The 

physiologically based tendency to aggression in (normally developed) humans 

is entirely reactive and basically defensive in nature. (This comment applies to 

acts of violence toward other humans: hunting and fishing for food are obvi-

ously proactive forms of aggression.) For this reason, the use of the term “aggres-

sion” (for the deed) or “aggressiveness” (for the capability, intent, or propensity 

to harm), with its connotation of unprovoked attack or intrusion, is misleading. 

What human beings have inherited from prehuman species is not a tendency to 

launch unprovoked attacks on others of their own species, but a tendency to use 

violence as a last resort to defend against attacks by others and to end protracted 

pain or frustration caused by external factors.

The Impact of Social Learning on Predispositions to and  
Choices of Violent Behavior by Individuals

Increasingly, studies of the sources of tendencies to violent or nonviolent behav-

ior on the part of individual humans have identified a process involving the 

interactions of three main factors: (1) biology, specifically, neurological and neu-

rochemical structures and states which tend to permit or inhibit violence; (2) 

social learning, in which parents, teachers, peers, other members of the commu-

nity, television, and other media directly or indirectly teach or induce the child 

to conduct or not conduct violent acts in general and in specific situations; and 

(3) the psychological blending of biological predispositions and social influences 

in personality, habits of behavior, motivation, affect, and ideas about acceptable 

and unacceptable forms of behavior in the realm of violence and aggression. This 

view, sometimes called the “bio-psycho-social” model of the sources of aggres-

sion, was increasingly common during the 1970s and 1980s; and it predominates 

in the major scholarly studies published since 1990.7 The following discussion 

focuses on two types of social learning with substantially different effects on the 

tendency to violent behavior: first, the interaction between the child and its par-

ents during the first five years of life, which tends to finalize the development of 

physiological and psychological aspects of the disposition of individuals to per-

form or not to perform violent acts in certain situations; and second, the impact 

of other, later social influences—such as teachers, peers, and television—on vol-

untary choices to perform or not to perform violent acts in various situations, 

made both by those who are disposed to violence behavior and by those who are 

not so disposed.
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PARENTING AND EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT 

OF THE INTERNALIZED ABILITY TO INHIBIT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR

As noted earlier, lifelong tendencies toward violent or nonviolent behavior tend 

to be set during the first five years of life, by an interaction between the physio-

logical endowment of the individual and social learning.8 Children with a normal 

biological endowment and adequate parenting learn not to conduct violent acts 

and develop the ability to maintain control under enormous stress. In contrast, 

children with either problematic biological features or inadequate parenting fail 

to develop the ability to control violence and translate aggressive affect into non-

violent (mainly verbal) forms of behavior. “By the time even very young children 

present in clinics, a self-perpetuating cycle of acting out, punishment, and rejec-

tion resulting in more acting out has been firmly established” (Landy and Peters 

1992, p 17). (The remainder of this part gives extensive excerpts from Landy and 

Peters 1992.)

Both parents and children bring innate endowments to their interaction. For 

parents, these include “their own experiences of being parented . . . and sense of 

control of circumstances” (p 17). In addition “the degree of social support and 

life stressors will impact significantly on the amount of energy and the emotional 

availability of the caregivers and may have an enormous impact” (p 17).

The infant brings a number of individual characteristics into the early rela-

tionship, such as the degree of predictability, responsiveness, irritability, hyper-

sensitivity, and the like. “For the child who develops an aggressive conduct  

disorder, it is likely that a ‘goodness of fit’ with the principal caregivers does not 

exist and the infant begins to experience traumatic dyssynchronies at a very early 

age that start to produce significant aberrant social, biochemical, neurological, 

and emotional development. To protect himself or herself from the pain of these 

early interactions the infant may ‘close himself to stimuli, thereby inhibiting the 

generation of information necessary for continued growth’ ” (pp 17–18).

Early experience with the primary caregiver affects the development of affect 

regulation, that is, the child’s ability to “redirect, control, modulate, modify and 

bring about adaptive functioning in emotionally arousing situations” (p 3). In 

the first 3 months of life, the developmental goal in the sphere of affect regulation 

is “obtaining physiological homeostatis or self-regulation” (p 4) which allows 

the infant to “maintain a state of equilibrium in the face of internal and exter-

nal stimulation” (p 4). Between 3 and 12 months, “the infant develops cognitive 

capacities that allow for an understanding of the relationship between actions 

and consequences and the formation of mental representations or memories 

of people and events” (p 6). Between 9 and 12 months, the key change is the 
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development of a relationship with the primary caregiver which serves to orga-

nize affect, cognition, and behavior. As patterns of interaction with the primary 

caregiver “are internalized their emotional quality and synchrony will have 

a significant impact on the child’s style of affect regulation and ultimately on 

their [sic] capacity to reduce the expression of aggressive behavior under stress”  

(p 6). At first, the capacity for “object constancy” is fragile: it takes the infant 

many months to remember and utilize the memory of attachment figures in 

times of stress and frustration.

Between 12 and 24 months, “children become capable of displaying and label-

ing a full range of human emotions, including sympathy, jealousy, and other 

more subtle affective experiences. They develop an increasing awareness of self 

as an autonomous agent and, most important, change from a style of affect 

regulation that is primarily sensorimotor to one that relies on representational 

capacities. These growing symbolic capacities, which include language and pre-

tend play, are vital in the further development of the ability to monitor, modify, 

and modulate behavior and emotional expression. Play and language  .  .  . are 

used increasingly to modulate tension and anxiety throughout the second and 

third years of life. Similarly, representations of pleasant experiences, objects, and 

attachment figures become stable and begin to sustain the child during times 

of stress and separation from primary caregivers. Children become able to use 

negotiation and to inhibit behavior in response to limits. .  .  . Finally, prosocial 

behavior and empathetic response to distress of others [may occur] as early as 

18 months” (p 7).

Between 24 and 36 months, “affect becomes much more integrated with 

thoughts and cognition. As language and play become more elaborate. . ., children  

become increasingly able to describe and control . . . anger” through language and 

play. “Well modulated children can talk about internal states and feelings, which 

facilitates control over nonverbal emotional expression and enhances regulation 

of the emotions themselves” (p 8).

Between 36 months and 60 months, children “begin to internalize standards 

and rules and to identify with the caregivers who have provided them with exter-

nal limits for aggressive behavior and have modeled and encouraged capacities to 

modulate it. The development of conscience enables children to delay immedi-

ate impulses . . . and frees them from primary reliance on external controls and 

standards. . . . ” The capacity for empathetic response and an understanding of 

the viewpoint of others increases. “As part of this capacity, children are able to 

understand their own part in bringing about consequences. A sense of personal 

responsibility, a ‘wish to please’ as well as the desire to succeed become important 

in social adjustment and academic achievement. . . . ” (p 9).
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Young children acquire the capacities discussed above “through a combina-

tion of biological maturation” and “sensitively attuned, appropriately timed 

interactions with caregivers” (p 9).

SOCIALIZATION TO PERMIT OR INHIBIT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR IN OLDER CHILDREN, TEENAGERS,  

AND YOUNG ADULTS

Normally developed children who do not exhibit exceptionally aggressive behav-

ior by the age of 5 can develop a tendency to commit violence at a later age as a 

result of various social influences.9 During the still-formative late childhood and 

teenage years, substantial influence can be exerted by parents and other adults at 

school and in the community; by peers; and by television and other mass media. 

In each of these environments, the tendency to violent behavior can be increased 

by several mechanisms:

•	 Observing violent behavior on the part of others;

•	 Being subjected to violence, particularly in the form of punishment by 

parents;

•	 Being explicitly told or implicitly informed that violent behavior is admi-

rable or desirable in itself (for example, because it demonstrates toughness 

or machismo), or acceptable as a means to other ends (such as obtaining 

money or objects through robbery, or exhibiting power or status); and

•	 Experiencing pressure, inducement, instigation, or encouragement to vio-

lent behavior from third parties.

The first two of these influences, observing violent behavior and being sub-

jected to violence, particularly violent punishments, may also occur in early 

childhood; but their impact in later years, like that of the latter two influences, 

lies mainly in prompting the formation of ideas and “behavioral scripts” about 

what is just, fair, morally right, or socially acceptable or desirable, and about 

how to enhance feelings of power, control, dominance, or status. This contrasts 

with the effect of observed and experienced violence and violent punishment 

in very small children, who directly associate such trauma with lack of protec-

tion and support from, and the interpretation of rejection and abandonment 

by, the primary caregiver—and, thus, people in general. Where the older child 

and teenager emulate violence by others, the very young child responds to his 

or her fear and sense of failure with disruptive behavior, which elicits reactions 

from adults that confirm the child’s negative expectations, in a self-reinforcing 

vicious cycle.

For older children and teenagers, the social influences which may teach that 

violence is appropriate, acceptable, or desirable in certain situations can take a 
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myriad of forms. Family, school, films, videos, music lyrics, and television can 

each contribute, for example, to the view that men are more violent than women, 

or that male violence is good when the capability for winning a physical fight is 

associated with the leadership qualities of determination, courage, and decisive-

ness (the Schwarzenegger model of a male hero), or that male violence against 

women is an inevitable part of life (as in some rap lyrics).

If responsible adults at school or in the community overlook certain forms of 

violence (for example, fistfights) as an inevitable part of growing up, or encour-

age such violence, this may strengthen the belief that society is unlikely to punish 

spontaneous violence, or that there are no serious costs associated with violent 

behavior. Other examples of condoning social environments which exacerbate 

tendencies to violence are offered by cheering observers of barroom fights and 

enthusiastic bleacher crowds who applaud and urge on disruptive behavior by 

soccer “hooligans.”

In some cases, “subcultures of violence”10—such as the communities centered 

on organized crime families, inner city gangs, or drug distribution networks—

may socialize more generally for, rather than against, violence. They may fos-

ter general readiness to use serious or lethal violence in a wide variety of situa-

tions. In such cases, the mitigating impact on individual violence of the larger 

society’s norms about unacceptable forms of violence may be largely or entirely 

eliminated.

3.3 � Sources and Features of Violence by Groups
As attested by the numerous and diverse book-length surveys of aggression pub-

lished in the last decade, the biological, psychological, and social origins of vio-

lent acts by individuals are so diverse, complex, and subtly interwoven that it is 

extremely difficult to integrate them in a coherent theoretical view. In fact, seri-

ous integrative efforts are just beginning to appear.

Recognizing this, we must expect the sources of violent practices by orga-

nized groups to be even more elusive. Aggressive behavior undertaken jointly and 

simultaneously by disorganized or fully decentralized groups—clusters, crowds, 

and mobs—resembles aggressive behavior by individuals, but with features exag-

gerated by the tendency of groups to polarize behavior. In contrast, the origins 

and features of violent practices undertaken by, or on behalf of, organized groups 

may, but need not, resemble violent acts by individuals. The following discus-

sion begins with an attempt to provide a map of the universe of human-against-

human violence, in which individual and group behavior can be situated and 

compared.
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The Domain of Human-on-Human Violence

When considering what perpetuates and might help end war, it is helpful to situ-

ate war in the larger field of human violence. Different branches of social science 

typically focus on different parts of this domain: for example, many anthropolo-

gists treat war as a scaled-up version of individual aggression (a human “bad” 

which reflects irrationality or a loss of control), while many political scientists 

treat war as rational, deliberately chosen means to well-defined ends—in Clause-

witz’s famous dictum, “an extension of politics by other means.” In this study, 

I  attempt to reconcile and integrate these and other views of war within the 

framework of a larger map of the universe of human-on-human violence.

Since the universe has a number of important dimensions, it cannot be fully 

represented graphically on a two- or three-dimensional chart; but it is, nonetheless,  

useful to imagine the domain of violent behavior as analogous to a topographical 

map of a multidimensional surface, in which different features predominate in 

different areas. All positions within the domain represent points along more or 

less continuous measures of particular dimensions of violent behavior. For the 

purposes of this essay, the important dimensions are as follows:

1.	 The deliberateness of the action, which ranges from unintended through 

impulsive to hasty to carefully planned.

2.	 The independence of the action, which ranges from proactive 

(unprovoked) to reactive (provoked).

3.	 The angry, hostile affect associated with it, which ranges from high to low.

4.	 The legality of the action, which ranges from illegal (criminal violence) 

through legally permitted (parents’ spanking of children) to legally 

required (all individuals in a society paying taxes that support the 

implementation of the death penalty or the prosecution of a war).

5.	 The scale of the action, which ranges from individual through small 

group (tens or hundreds) to large group (thousands or more) to actions 

conducted by or on behalf of a society as a whole.

6.	 The moral quality of the action in the society in question, which ranges 

from condemned (as wrong or evil) through tolerated or permitted to 

highly prized. This quality must be assessed separately for the following 

major subsets of the actor’s social universe: (1) the violent actor, (2) the 

actor’s family or community, or other important reference group(s), (3) 

the society at large (encompassing the nation or state), and, finally, (4) 

the international community. The moral assessments of an action by 

different subsets of the actor’s social universe—such as the family and the 

peer group, or the nation and the international community—may differ 

radically. The actor must then construct a moral framework in which the 

conflicting views are reconciled.
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Various aspects of violent action tend to be correlated with one another, 

sometimes to an extent that makes them indistinguishable from one another. 

For example, any act of violence that is legal in a given society is necessarily 

morally sanctioned by that society. Acts of violence that are deliberately planned 

(rather than hasty or impulsive) are usually proactive, but they may be reactive. 

Similarly, impulsive reactive violence is nearly always associated with anger; but 

anger (specifically, an angry sense of injustice or an angry desire for retribu-

tion) is also likely to be involved in cases of planned reactive violence. (Palestin-

ian acts of terrorism provide an example of the latter.) Anger is less likely to 

be involved (or, likely to be involved in a much more subtle, indirect fashion) 

in carefully planned criminal violence, such as murder as a means of acquiring 

wealth.

Three tables help clarify, formalize, and interrelate these distinctions. Table 3.1 

distinguishes between proactive and reactive violence, and between forms of vio-

lence committed exclusively by humans and those committed by other animals 

as well. Table 3.2 gives an illustrative list of various forms of violence that dis-

tinguishes between large- and small-scale violence, and between legal and illegal 

forms of violence. Table 3.3 adds more fine-tuned distinctions regarding scale 

of the action and the degree of social approval for both legal and illegal forms.

While many permutations and combinations of the various dimensions of 

violent action are possible in theory and have real-life manifestations, three 

TABLE 3.1  Shared and differing propensities to and contexts for violence among 
humans and other animals

I.	 Genetically inherited propensities to and contexts for violence that are common to humans 
and other animals
1a.	 Pro-active, inter-species: predatory violence (hunting and fishing)
2a.	 Reactive (to threat), intra- and inter-species: defense of self, young, family, community
2b.	 Reactive (to irritant), intra- and inter-species: violent expression of intense irritation, 

frustration, or anger caused by another
II.	 Learned, culturally variable propensities to and contexts for violence that are unique to 

humans
1b.	 Pro-active intra-species: violence associated with taking food (or food-producing 

territory) needed for survival
1c.	 Pro-active intra-species: violence as a means to other culturally-shaped goals, such as

•	 increasing wealth, power, territory, or access to natural resources;
•	 confirming or reinforcing individual or group identity or self-esteem; conveying status;
•	 exacting retribution or revenge; or
•	 establishing or re-establishing justice.

Source: Author’s estimates.

Notes:

Pro-active acts of violence (set ‘1’) involve situations in which the perpetrator’s assault is unprovoked. Generally 
speaking, pro-active violence is planned, controlled, and instrumental.

Reactive acts of violence (set ‘2’) involve reactions to an external threat or irritant. Reactive violence tends to be 
spontaneous, hasty or ill-considered, ‘instinctive,’ and driven by fear, irritation, anger, or rage.



TABLE 3.2  List of forms of assault and killing illustrating differences in scale 
and legality

Small scale: Individual (one-on-one) and small group violence
Illegal
•	Deliberate, thrill-seeking attack on stranger (e.g., drive-by shooting)
•	Unintended part of planned crime (e.g., unplanned murder during a robbery)
•	Deliberate component of planned crime (e.g., murder of spouse for insurance)
•	Crime of passion: attack on an acquaintance or person known well (e.g., murder of a spouse 

during a fight)
•	Product of mental illness, brain damage, or chemically-induced condition
•	Police and prison guard brutality (e.g., beating imprisoned individuals) and police use of 

excessive force

Legal
•	Sado-masochistic sexual activity between consenting adults
•	Boxing
•	Assaults in other contact sports (e.g., football, ice hockey, rugby)
•	Spanking of children by parents and teachers
•	Abortion
•	Defense of self or others against assault or threat of assault or murder

Large scale: Larger group violence, and violence conducted on behalf of society
Illegal
•	Gang-prompted violence by individuals and by groups
•	Organized crime’s threats and acts of violence as a means to coercion
•	Political violence (e.g., terrorism, coups d’etat, assassination, union busting, intimidation of 

picket-line crossers)
•	Mob violence against individuals or groups, including arson and lynching

Legal (when conducted by or on behalf of a society as a whole)
•	War, including guerrilla warfare, civil war, international war
•	Law enforcement: the death penalty; other forms of corporal punishment;
•	Law enforcement: threats and acts of injury or death as means of capture and restraint of 

unarmed suspect

Source: Author’s estimates.

TABLE 3.3  Mapping the domain of human-on-human violence: illustrative list of 
forms of violence showing differences in scale, legality, and social approval

SCALE (NUMBER OF PERPETRATORS)

LEGALITY AND 
DEGREE OF 
SOCIAL APPROVAL 
IN THE PRACTIC-
ING SOCIETY

INDIVIDUAL

(ONE-ON-ONE)

SMALL GROUP

(2-99)

LARGE GROUP

(100–9,999)

LARGE FRACTION 
OF SOCIETY
(10,000–10 

MILLION)

SOCIETY AS A 
WHOLE, OR STATE 

ON BEHALF OF 
SOCIETY AS A 

WHOLE

(INCL. ETHNIC, RELIGIOUS, POLITICAL, CRIMINAL, 
AND OTHER SUBCULTURES)

Required by law 
generally but 
not always 
approved by 
most

•	civil war 
(acts of, or 
on behalf 
of, original 
government)

•	 international 
war

•	public 
execution 
for infidelity 
(Saudi Arabia)



SCALE (NUMBER OF PERPETRATORS)

LEGALITY AND 
DEGREE OF 
SOCIAL APPROVAL 
IN THE PRACTIC-
ING SOCIETY

INDIVIDUAL

(ONE-ON-ONE)

SMALL GROUP

(2-99)

LARGE GROUP

(100–9,999)

LARGE FRACTION 
OF SOCIETY
(10,000–10 

MILLION)

SOCIETY AS A 
WHOLE, OR STATE 

ON BEHALF OF 
SOCIETY AS A 

WHOLE

(INCL. ETHNIC, RELIGIOUS, POLITICAL, CRIMINAL, 
AND OTHER SUBCULTURES)

Not required 
but legal and 
generally 
approved or 
tolerated

•	spanking 
(pre-1960 
USA)

•	abortion 
(Europe)

•	defense of 
self or other 
against 
attempted 
murder, 
assault, rape

•	police use 
and threats 
of use of 
deadly force 
against 
unarmed 
suspects

•	female 
circumcision 
(Sudan)

Legal, approved 
by some, 
opposed by 
others

•	spanking 
(post-1980 
USA)

•	boxing (USA)
•	abortion 

(USA)

•	death penalty 
(USA)

Illegal but 
tolerated 
(little public 
outcry 
or legal 
opposition), 
and/or 
condoned by 
a subculture 
which 
serves as 
a reference 
group for the 
perpetrator(s)

•	teenage and 
young adult 
fights

•	child asexual 
and physical 
abuse

•	 - spousal 
sexual and 
physical 
abuse

•	organized crime
•	political violence; e.g., terrorism
•	political violence; e.g., coups d’état
•	violent ethnic customs (blood feuds, ritual 

mutilation, etc.)

•	police 
brutality

•	prison guard 
brutality

Illegal, socially 
condemned, 
and actively 
opposed 
by law 
enforcement 
institutions 
and popular 
culture

•	assault
•	rape
•	murder
•	boxing 

(Europe)
•	armed 

robbery
•	spanking 

(post-1980 
Sweden)

•	mob violence
•	lynching

•	civil war 
(acts of 
those aginst 
government)

•	dealth 
penalty 
(Europe)

Source: Author’s estimates.
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contrastive combinations are particularly important for the study of socially 

sanctioned group violence:

First, there is virtually the opposite of socially sanctioned group violence: this 

is impulsive, angry individual violence which is illegal and morally condemned 

by the society at large, by the actor’s reference groups, and usually by the actor. 

Violence caused by serious mental illness (schizophrenia) and by brain damage 

is frequently (if not always) placed in this cluster, although in some cases it is so 

impulsive as to be genuinely involuntary. In the normal range of behavior (absent 

serious mental illness and brain damage), much family and community violence 

(domestic abuse and barroom brawls) tends to be hasty and ill-considered. Alco-

hol and other drugs contribute to impulsive or ill-considered, illegal violence 

because such drugs lower the individual’s normal, learned inhibitions against 

socially unacceptable behavior.

Second, criminal violence, which is illegal and morally condemned by the 

society at large, tends to be condoned by the actor(s) and by the actor(s)’ impor-

tant reference groups. Such action is likely to be planned and deliberate, not 

impulsive, particularly if conducted by a group, such as an organized crime fam-

ily or a gang. Deliberate, planned murder and assault belong in this category, 

whether conducted by an individual or by a group.

Finally, socially sanctioned, institutionalized violence is legal and morally con-

doned by the society at large and generally (though not always) by the actor(s) 

and the actor(s)’ reference groups.

As suggested by these descriptions, the relative weights of innate affect and 

learned moral belief in motivating violent action differ greatly in different forms 

of violence. The uncontrolled expression of innate aggressiveness is probably the 

dominant factor in unprovoked, highly impulsive individual violence, as well as 

in the escalation of affect and action during mob violence. At the other end of 

the spectrum, learned moral beliefs about just uses of violence play a dominant 

role in motivating forms of socially sanctioned violence which are legally permit-

ted (like parents’ spanking of their children) or legally required (the individual’s 

direct or indirect participation in society’s exercise of war or infliction of the 

death penalty).

3.4 � Motives for Participation in Institutionalized 
Group Violence

In all societies, deliberate acts of life-threatening violence by a single individual 

toward another are considered morally wrong and illegal, unless they occur under 

well-defined conditions for which exceptions have been specified. Sometimes 
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fatal acts of violence are unpremeditated. Similarly, people in small groups or 

mobs may engage in ill-controlled violence, such as trampling others to death in 

a panic, or in impulsive violence, such as throwing stones, breaking glass or struc-

tures, or starting fires in a riot. Crimes of passion and other acts of impulsive or 

ill-controlled individual violence and small group or mob violence are the forms 

of violence for which the perpetrator’s motivation draws most heavily on innate 

aggressive impulses and least on rational cost-benefit calculations, or culturally 

shaped ideas about just, appropriate, or necessary uses of violence.

In contrast, socially sanctioned forms of violence, and, in particular, insti-

tutionalized forms of large-group violence, are rooted entirely in learned ideas 

about just, appropriate, or necessary uses of violence and cognitively based cost-

benefit calculations, that is, by the same kinds of factors that influence and moti-

vate other forms of social and political behavior. In all societies, people come to 

believe that violence is wrong except in culturally condoned circumstances as a 

result of essentially the same processes.

Human beings are born with a capacity for violence and other forms of  

intentionally hurtful behavior, which is part of the repertoire of means of self-

protection. The small child’s tendency to express or “act out” aggressive impulses 

in violent behavior is, however, tamed during the developmental process of learn-

ing to sublimate (control the form of expression of) feelings and impulses. This 

aspect of the normal process of childhood socialization, which occurs in every 

culture, is central to the development of the ego, the perception of being in control 

of oneself and one’s life, the ability to plan and organize behavior, and the ability 

to have emotion-laden interactions and relationships with other human beings.

The universal childhood process of learning to sublimate hostile affect and 

aggressive impulses (among other feelings and impulses) creates a baseline 

degree of routine inhibition against violence, along with a deeply internalized 

belief that inflicting physical harm or pain on others is wrong. In other words, 

this aspect of socialization leaves the child at 5–10 years of age with the ability to 

choose to commit violent acts that hurt others, but with the belief that doing so 

is morally wrong and with the ability to choose not to commit violent acts even 

when under stress or experiencing intense hostility.11

Overlapping with the early process of learning to control the expression of 

affect and impulses, and continuing into the later childhood and the teenage 

years, virtually every culture teaches that there are certain exceptions to the 

general rule that violence is not an acceptable form of behavior. Normatively 

loaded beliefs about situations in which it is tolerable, admirable, or even socially 

required for individuals to use violence as a means to a greater good or as the 

lesser among evils are superimposed on the baseline inhibition against violence 

and belief that violence is wrong. Generally speaking, institutionalized forms 
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of group violence are legitimated and perpetuated by powerful incentives for 

individuals to participate in (or passively tolerate) the practice, and powerful 

disincentives for active resistance to it. The incentives and disincentives—various 

social rewards and punishments—are powerful largely because the practice is 

associated with a world view and system of moral beliefs which are routinely used 

to explain or justify the organization of society and the main goals of society. In a 

sense, institutionalized forms of violence constitute a symbolic representation of 

society: to reject, condemn, and refuse to participate in those forms of violence 

is to reject the society, or at a minimum to demand a wholesale rethinking of 

society’s values and of the rationale for its forms of organization and activity.12

Following the early and later aspects of socialization, some individuals may 

commit impulsive acts of lethal violence, but such acts tend to be relatively rare 

(say, one per thousand of population), and even then, predominantly by individ-

uals whose failed or poor process of childhood socialization led to the develop-

ment of a psychopathic personality. The overwhelming majority of individuals 

who participate in organized, socially sanctioned group violence would never, on 

their own, commit an act of premeditated, planned lethal violence; their violent 

actions as members of a group are induced entirely by their culturally shaped 

moral beliefs and their need for community. For this reason, the forms and the 

frequency or intensity of socially sanctioned group violence vary with culture 

and within given cultures, over time.

This model does not account for the origin of institutionalized, socially 

sanctioned forms of violence, only for the participation of individuals in such  

practices and, in that sense, the perpetuation of the practices. Chapter 4 gives a 

speculative view of the social origins of institutionalized forms of violence.
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4.1 � Introduction
In discussing socially sanctioned violence, it is useful to begin with a brief reca-

pitulation of certain points from Chapter 3. There I observe that there are two 

key differences between the forms of individual and group violence which are 

illegal and morally wrong in a given society, and the forms which, though consid-

ered wrong in the abstract, are legal and morally condoned in specified contexts 

because they are viewed as the lesser among evils or “necessary” (that is, useful) 

evils. These differences concern the proportion of a society implicated in a given 

practice of violence, and the role of learned norms in motivating the individual’s 

participation in the action.

In virtually all societies, violent acts which go against social norms—especially 

potentially lethal types of violence—are conducted by a very small minority of 

the population; in contrast, socially sanctioned forms of group violence are per-

formed, actively supported, or at least tolerated by the great majority of people.

The difference in participation is mirrored in differences in motivation: Indi-

vidual and small group forms of violence which go against norms are conducted 

in spite of or in defiance of social norms. Such counter-norm violence is likely to 

occur as a product of: (1) emotionally or physically induced lowering of learned 

inhibitions against violence in a situation where the perpetrator is provoked 

(crimes of passion); (2) a psychopathic personality developed during childhood 

as a result of physical or social problems or deficiencies; or (3) the longer- or 

shorter-term adoption of the norms of a subculture of violence, such as those 

fostered by youth gangs, the drug subculture, or organized crime.

4

SOCIALLY SANCTIONED GROUP  
VIOLENCE
Features, Examples, and Sources
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In contrast, individual participation in socially sanctioned forms of group 

violence is conducted in compliance with social norms. The motivation for violent 

acts of this kind lies in feelings and ideas that are very nearly the opposite of those 

associated with acts of socially banned violence. In acts of socially sanctioned 

group violence, the individual maintains control of his or her actions, including 

the deliberate conduct of violence, in order to meet society’s expectations. Each 

person takes part either as an active participant or as a noninterfering observer 

out of a combination of mutually reinforcing motives: obedience to authority, 

desire for social approval and acceptance, fear of social disapproval and punish-

ment, and the internalization of the socially taught moral views that support the 

action. In this respect, the motivation for participating in socially sanctioned 

violence is identical to the motivation for engaging in the entire range of socially 

accepted, nondestructive behavior which predominates in any viable society.

In addition, two other factors typically facilitate participation in socially sanc-

tioned forms of group violence and may also play a role in the conduct of some 

forms of socially condemned violence: these are the routinization of the activity, 

which obliterates the individual’s sense of initiative and responsibility; and the 

cultural dehumanization of the intended victim in a variety of ways before, dur-

ing, and after the violence. The impact of both factors is to reduce sympathetic or 

empathic feelings for the victim, and the feelings of guilt and remorse normally 

associated with the action.

Examples of socially sanctioned group violence: The following sections of 

this chapter review some widely practiced forms of socially sanctioned group vio-

lence, with a view to illustrating the special motivations and social organization 

that characterize this form of behavior. This brief survey has several purposes:

First, it underscores that war is by no means unique as a sanctioned form of 

violence practiced around the world for centuries or millennia. The existence of 

other widespread forms of institutionalized violence may not seem supportive 

of the thesis that war is amenable to abolition; but the fact that virtually all of the 

other practices have died out does lend support to the thesis.

The second purpose is to derive from the now-abandoned forms of socially 

sanctioned group violence a means of artificially distancing ourselves from the 

practice of war. Televised news makes war appear to be an unending and omni-

present aspect of the human condition. But when we look back at earlier, now-

abandoned practices of socially sanctioned violence, we are reminded that at the 

time when they were legitimate, they, too, seemed to be a lamentably unavoidable 

part of the human condition. This suggests a useful analogy: Contrasting mod-

ern views with contemporaneous views of now-abandoned practices suggests a 

way to think about war as if it had been—and, thus, could be—abolished. The 

general idea is to focus not on the rationales currently associated with war, but 
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on the features that war shares with now-abolished forms of violence: the inhu-

manity, the barbarity, the indiscriminate arrogation by society of the right to 

destruction of individual lives. When we think back to earlier forms of violence, 

the rationales that legitimized them at the time fade into the background; what 

remains in the foreground is the monstrosity of the behavior. If we think about 

war from a parallel future vantage point, as though looking back at an activity 

that had been abolished, we would dissociate the barbarism of this instrument of 

power from the ends to which it is put. In other words, our moral assessment of 

the ends—whether achievable by other means, or abandoned along with war—

would no longer have a bearing on our moral assessment of the means.

Third, surveying the justifying contexts and reasons for earlier practices of 

socially sanctioned violence helps to clarify the relationship between utility and 

morality in this realm of human behavior. In the case of older forms of socially 

sanctioned violence, an argument was made that on balance, despite the harm to 

the victim (if harm was acknowledged), society was better off with the practice 

than without; but in each case, this moral assessment was a function of a more 

general set of values embedded the society’s culture and world view. This suggests 

that a form of violence which is condoned in one society may not be condoned 

in another not because the link between cause (the violent practice) and effect 

(the social good) is no longer believed to be valid, but because the effect which is 

valued in the first society has become irrelevant, or a matter of indifference, or a 

social bad in the second.

Finally, the review of now-abandoned practices suggests a useful metaphorical  

handle on the role of moral beliefs in the conduct of war. Generally speaking 

(across time and culture), learned moral beliefs reinforce the developmen-

tally acquired, internalized ability not to express hostility in the form of vio-

lent action: socially taught, articulated moral beliefs strengthen the inarticulate 

acquired barrier to (or control over) violent behavior. When a given form of 

violence is socially sanctioned, however, social norms lower the conscious part 

of the internal barrier to violence. As long as the practice is legitimate, the role 

of moral beliefs is not only (and perhaps not mainly) to motivate the action, 

but to permit it, that is, to help overcome inarticulate, internalized inhibitions 

against violence. Once a practice is banned, moral beliefs spring back to their 

more usual position of reinforcing the individual’s self-control and inhibitions 

against violence.

Defining socially sanctioned group violence: In surveying socially sanc-

tioned forms of violence, I have used a broad definition of “violence.” The defi-

nition is not so broad as to include Johan Galtung’s “structural violence”: that 

is, harms that are inflicted on individuals by virtue of an inequitable form of 

social organization, such as starvation, poverty, illiteracy, disease, high infant 
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mortality, indignity, and lack of any influence on public policy.1 The exclusion 

of these forms of harm does not indicate that they are less harmful than active 

violence; in many cases, the opposite is certainly true. But the purpose here is to 

identify common features and sources of active forms of violence, and there is 

reason to believe that the features and sources of structural violence may diverge 

substantially.

With respect to physical violence, I have used a very broad definition, includ-

ing three main variants:

Intentionally caused (or permitted) physical hurt, physical injury, or death: 

Activities of this kind are assault, rape, and homicide, and include massive and 

particularly brutal forms of such acts, such as torture, genocide, or war.

The systematic, coercive deprivation of individual freedom of action with 
the threat of physical harm or death: Practices in this area are slavery and lesser 

but still severe forms of involuntary servitude, including most of those where the 

victim is called a serf, villein, bondman, or indentured servant.

Physical violation of the bodies of the dead: The main actions in this area 

involve various forms of cannibalism, and the use of human body parts as mate-

rials for worked goods, such as skulls for bowls, bones for needles or necklaces, 

skin for fabric, etc.

The inclusion of the second and third areas—slavery and the violation of dead 

bodies—stretches the definition of “violence” slightly; but in all three areas, the 

practice involves active, physically aggressive acts against the body of another 

human being. Moral objections to activities in the three areas have shared fea-

tures, and the rationalizing moral justifications for activities in the three areas 

overlap substantially in form and content. Thus, the moral positioning of socially 

sanctioned “violence” taken in the narrowest sense (the first area) is clarified by 

including in the set of surveyed socially sanctioned practices those in which the 

violence is threatened (the second area) or symbolic (the third).

Given this broad approach to “violence,” I  define institutionalized socially 

sanctioned forms of group violence, including war, as practices which have the 

following features in common:

Each involves the deliberate infliction, or the coercive threat of infliction, of 

bodily harm or physical violation on some humans by others.

Each is condoned by society as a whole and generally involves either action by 

individuals who represent the society as a whole, or publicly visible, legal action 

conducted by a large fraction of the population, with the support (or, at a mini-

mum, noninterfering tolerance) of the rest.

In each case, members of the society generally view the activity itself as mor-

ally wrong (bad, unethical, abhorrent) outside the specific context in which it is 

socially approved or required.
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The society explains and justifies the activity in specified context as a means 

to a greater good, or the lesser among evils.

There are five forms of socially sanctioned group violence which share these 

characteristics and which have been practiced in virtually all parts of the world 

(that is, practiced extensively on every continent) over centuries or millennia. 

They are:

1.	 Ritual cannibalism

2.	 Ritual human sacrifice

3.	 Slavery

4.	 Physical punishment for violating law or custom (including execution, 

flogging, burning, drawing and quartering, branding, and the cutting 

off of body parts; and the violent treatment of suspected lawbreakers, 

including interrogation with torture and trial by ordeal)

5.	 War

In addition to these widely practiced forms of institutionalized violence, there 

are many other practices of socially sanctioned violence which have been less 

widely practiced. Most tend to be found only in certain parts of the world. Some 

were socially sanctioned but involved individual rather than group practices: that 

is, they were conducted not by or on behalf of society as a whole, but by indi-

viduals on an ad hoc basis, often out of sight of the community, or by a cultural 

subgroup. In many cases, practices of this kind may have been tolerated by the 

society, but not strongly approved; and the moral justification may have rested 

more heavily on individual philosophy than public morality.

Organization of the chapter: In the next section of the chapter, I give a cur-

sory overview of some practices of violence that were socially sanctioned but not 

widely practiced. These activities give a sense of the range and nature of the vio-

lent acts comprised by the abstract category of “socially sanctioned, institutional-

ized violence” and the importance of variable, culturally derived world views and 

moral beliefs, in accounting for these practices.

In the following section, I survey in somewhat more detail three of the prac-

tices which, like war, were independently developed and practiced in many dif-

ferent cultures in all parts of the world: corporal punishment for violations of 

law or custom, human sacrifice, and slavery. The fourth such practice, ritual can-

nibalism, is reviewed in more detail in Chapter 5.

The subsequent sections of the chapter uses these diverse examples as the basis 

for a speculative consideration of the processes which led to the start of various 

processes, and the process which led to their demise. The chapter concludes with 

a discussion of the relationship between efficacy and morality in the practice and 

abolition of various forms of socially sanctioned violence.
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4.2 � Some Socially Sanctioned Forms of Physical 
Violence and Violation

The varieties of human hurtfulness are mind-boggling. If we were able to identify 

all of them, the list of violent practices which were socially approved in one part 

of the world or another for some period of time would probably run to hundreds 

of activities, or perhaps thousands, depending on how fine-tuned the typology, 

and how small the group credited with “social approval.” In identifying some of 

the myriad contexts and forms of violence, this brief survey makes no claim to 

offer a representative sample. The purpose here is merely to insure that the reader 

does not restrict the scope of socially sanctioned violence to the five most widely 

practiced forms, which are the focus throughout most of this essay, four of which 

often or always involve lethal violence.

What leads to the extraordinary variety in the forms of socially sanctioned 

violence is not so much the specific physical impact of an action on a (generally 

live) human body (though that, too, can be greatly varied), but the context and 

meaning of the action. Thus, this list groups the forms of socially sanctioned 

violence by the context rather than the physical form of the action.

Political violence: Torture of prisoners conducted by individuals who repre-

sent a society (or a prevailing religion) has already been mentioned as a form of 

legal punishment. Torture has also been common as a means of interrogation or 

a means of persuading a victim to “confess” to something or to do something he 

or she would not do otherwise. Terrorist attacks and political assassination are 

other forms of political violence which are sanctioned in some quarters.

Family and other community punishment: The deliberate physical punish-

ment of some people by others, outside of the framework of court-imposed 

punishment and at the discretion of the perpetrators, has been legal and socially 

condoned more often than not over the past 10,000 years. Violence by some 

members of families toward others—mainly by men toward their wives—has 

been sanctioned in many cultures for millennia. Dobash and Dobash (1979) 

document ancient practices in which wives were considered chattel, which hus-

bands could treat as they liked, including killing. Whipping, ear boxing, and 

spanking of children at home and at school has a long tradition in the West-

ern world and in some other cultures. Some professions involve organizations 

which have the right to inflict physical punishment on their members. This is 

particularly true of military service and warrior societies. In religious orga-

nizations, bodily humiliation, mutilation, or flagellation may be approved or 

required.

Birth control: Infanticide has been widely practiced as a form of birth con-

trol. In very early times and among cultures operating at the subsistence level, 
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infanticide of newborn children of both sexes was used to keep the population 

constant. Subsequently and even today, population statistics show a dispropor-

tionately large number of boys as a result of the killing of newborn girls in coun-

tries where male offspring bring prestige or are valued as warriors or as sources 

of support for their parents in old age.

Rituals relating to puberty, adulthood, and marriage: Scarification, genital 

mutilation, and other ritual forms of cutting, mutilating, or distorting the natu-

ral shape of the body are common. Well-known examples include the binding 

of women’s feet in China, elongated ears or necks in parts of Africa, and geni-

tal mutilation in various countries. (Related bodily but nonviolent symbols of 

men’s control over women include the requirement for full body covering among 

Muslim women, and the orthodox Jewish practice of having women shave their 

heads and wear wigs, so that they will be unattractive to men other than their 

husbands.)

Mortuary rituals (or lack thereof): In some simple societies, the bodies of 

the dead are treated in ways that people in most other cultures would consider a 

violation and degradation of the deceased. Shocking treatment includes not only 

the forms of ritual cannibalism discussed in Chapter 5, but also cases of double 

burials, in which bones are dug up after the flesh has decayed, and put through 

various secondary processes; and cases in which bodies are left in the open in or 

near a village to decay or be consumed.

Trophies and soul appropriation: Many of the cultures which practice ritual 

cannibalism or human sacrifice have other, related practices which involve some 

form of violation or degradation of the body (and, more to the point from their 

perspective, the soul) of others. Common practices are scalping, head-hunting, 

and head-shrinking. Less common are practices which involve the use of human 

bones as the raw material for tools, weapons, and utensils.

Practices in medicine and related fields: The histories of medicine, alchemy, 

magic, shamanism, sorcery, and voodoo are replete with examples of recipes and 

procedures that involve parts of human bodies, particularly but by no means 

exclusively blood, hair, nails, and ground bones. In addition, the practice of 

medicine has included more direct forms of physical “violence or violation,” the 

most common of which are surgery, bloodletting, and enemas. In some cultures, 

seriously ill patients were killed or expected to commit suicide. In others, those 

considered physically undesirable were killed, including malformed children and 

women who had miscarriages.

Sports and entertainment: Despite the padded gloves, the objective of boxing 

is to physically hurt the loser and, if possible, beat him into losing conscious-

ness. This is a milder version of blood sports conducted for entertainment, which 

include the fights to the death among Roman gladiators, playing a game like 
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soccer with a human head in one South American tribe, and in medieval times 

the potentially lethal sport of jousting.

Preserving honor and conflict resolution: Many cultures have well-defined 

customs involving the use of violence, including lethal violence, as a means 

of preserving, restoring, or signaling honor, or responding to dishonor. These 

include blood feuds, a common form of “low-intensity” war among tribes and 

chiefdoms in all parts of the world. A variant of this custom appeared in renais-

sance Europe in the form of the duel to the death as a response to an insult, which 

lasted for several centuries. The readiness of the Japanese samurai to take their 

own or others’ lives upon their masters’ orders is legendary.

4.3 � Human Sacrifice, Slavery, and Corporal 
Punishment

It is, perhaps, surprising that there are as many as five distinct practices of socially 

sanctioned group violence and violation which, as far as can be determined today, 

have arisen independently on every continent, and which in many cases have had 

substantially similar morally justifying frameworks. This convergence would be 

less surprising if the practices were universal, but that is not the case. None of the 

practices has existed at all stages of political and economic development; each is 

found predominately, though not exclusively, in cultures with a particular degree 

of scale and complexity. But only some cultures with the relevant degree of com-

plexity and scale had a given practice: In other cultures with a similar political 

and economic structure, the practice was simply absent, or it was known to exist 

elsewhere but considered abhorrent and unthinkable.

The similarity yet diversity in actual practices of these common forms of 

socially sanctioned group violence is consistent with the “multilinear” view of 

cultural evolution developed in the 1950s by Julian Steward (1955), one of the 

preeminent American anthropologists of the century. The underlying concept 

is that human beings have certain tendencies or capacities, which are expressed 

in certain forms of social organization and social behavior, and which emerge 

in some cases but not others as a result of factors which may be too complex or 

subtle to identify. This perspective accounts for customs and patterns of behavior 

which develop independently around the world, and yet should not be viewed 

as necessarily embedded or preprogrammed in human nature. Human sacri-

fice, slavery, and corporal punishment for violating law or custom (along with 

ritual cannibalism, discussed in the next chapter) are such practices. Like them, 

I contend, war is common, yet not a feature of the human condition inextrica-

bly embedded in human nature; instead, like them, war is susceptible to being 
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abolished. To support the case that these are, in fact, practices comparable to war, 

the following discussion underscores the features which they share with war: their 

prevalence as confirmed social institutions; their inhuman cruelty; the morally 

based rationales and affect, which recognize but excuse the cruelty involved; and 

the importance of the stakes perceived to be at issue in the societies concerned.

Human Sacrifice

Broadly speaking, human sacrifice takes two main forms. The main meaning 

of the term refers to a religious ritual in which individuals are killed in order 

to communicate with or influence the behavior of a god or gods. In addition, 

the term is sometimes used to include death rituals in which family members, 

servants, and others are killed and buried with the head of a household or other 

highly placed individual, generally in order to accompany and continue to serve 

that individual after death. Even though this second practice differs substantially 

in goal and tenor, I have included it under the general rubric of human sacrifice 

for convenience, distinguishing between the two by calling the first “religious 

sacrifice” and the second “mortuary sacrifice.”

The sacrifice of human victims occurs mainly in agricultural societies (that 

is, not in hunter-gatherer or industrial societies). The practice is situated at a 

particular juncture in political-social development, with respect to both the form 

of social organization and the length of the period during which the practice is 

prevalent. There is a far larger group of customs of “religious sacrifice” which do 

not involve human victims. Such customs predominate in the religious practices 

of both more and less developed societies. Among some simple bands and tribes 

which have a custom that can be considered a religious sacrifice (or analogous to 

religious sacrifice), the victim is the totem animal of the group. Among agricul-

tural societies with a long history of religious sacrifice, early practices involving 

human victims typically gave way to animal sacrifices, then vegetable products 

(representing the harvest), and, finally, strictly symbolic offerings, for example, 

the wine and bread use in the Christian sacrament of the Eucharist.

The practice of human sacrifice by early agricultural societies existed in all 

parts of the world where large agricultural societies were found: in China and 

Japan;2 in India and across the Indian subcontinent;3 in the Middle East and 

throughout the circum-Mediterranean area from Carthage (Tunisia) to Greece 

and, in its earliest days, Rome;4 in the Mayan, Aztec, and Inca empires of Central 

and South America;5 and in parts of Africa and North America.6

In many cases, the purpose of human sacrifice was to persuade the gods 

responsible for fertility (of land, animals, or people) to provide bountiful crops, 

healthy babies, and productive livestock. Sometimes the sacrifice ritual had 
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aspects associated with the fertility of the land. For example, the blood of the 

victim might be poured into the earth (Egypt), or the victim might be cut up and 

the body parts distributed around the ground (India).7

The most vivid examples of the killing of sacrificial human victims in a ritual 

that was a public occasion are those which survived into the modern period, such 

by the Aztecs in Mexico and the Khonds in India, and those for which detailed 

accounts or well preserved archaeological remains exist, such as for the Mayans and 

the Incas. The Aztecs and Mayans stabbed human victims who were laid across an 

altar, in rituals designed to maintain the order of time, the sun, and the seasons. The 

Khonds had a three-day ritual once or twice a year, at the end of which the victim 

was in some cases stupefied or dead; then the flesh was cut from the bone in small 

pieces, one for each household, which buried their piece in their plot. The victims, 

called Meriahs, were bought or raised for the purpose, kept in enclaves and fed and 

clothed until one or another was chosen to be sacrificed. Among the Khonds and 

the Aztecs, as well as other societies with this direct type of human sacrifice, the 

victim, once selected, was believed to take on the qualities of the god to which the 

sacrifice would be made. This made the victim a suitable means of communicating 

between man and god; and it generally made the victim holy, sacred, and powerful. 

Where victims were chosen from among the people, rather than taken from among 

captured prisoners of war or kidnapped from another tribe, they were sometimes 

honored and feted before the event, and given their choice of all of life’s pleasures.

Even when the victim was a stranger and when the rite involved both celebra-

tion and great cruelty, a sense of evildoing might still pervade the proceedings. 

For example, the following words, uttered by the sacrificing priest, were recorded 

as opening part the Khond ritual:

We obeyed the Goddess and assembled the people. Then the victim child 

wept, and reviled, and uttered curses. All the people rejoiced except those 

with whom the child had dwelt and the Jani. They were overwhelmed 

with grief; their sorrows prevailed entirely over their expectations of 

benefit, and they did not give either their minds or their faith to the 

Gods. . . . Oh Deity! why have you instituted this miserable heart-rending 

rite? The Earth Goddess told the Jani to reply to the victim: “Blame not 

us, blame your parents who sold you, what fault is ours? The Earth God-

dess demanded a sacrifice; it is necessary for the world. If the tiger begins 

to rage, the snake to poison, fevers and every pain afflict the people, a 

sacrifice becomes necessary.”8

In many other cases, the relationship between the religious sacrifice and the 

well-being of the community was indirect. Special sacrifices might be offered 

during natural catastrophes, such as drought, flood, or pestilence, to quell the 
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presumed anger of the gods. The Carthaginians and extended settlements of 

Phoenicians around the Mediterranean had a long-lasting practice of sacrificing 

children by burning them on an altar during times of crisis, including losses in 

war as well as natural catastrophes. For example, in 310 BC, they conducted a 

massive sacrifice of 500 sons of nobleman, who were burned in a large pit, in an 

attempt to avert a defeat at Syracuse.9 Most references to human sacrifice in the 

Old Testament are diatribes against the practice of sacrificing children to Molek 

or Baal; but some references suggest that at certain periods the Israelites consid-

ered Yahweh and Molek identical, and also took part in the ritual.10

More generally, sacrifice was a means of maintaining a good relationship with 

the gods, expressing various feelings typical of a subordinate, such as gratitude, 

humility, or repentance for wrongdoing. One source, surveying the region from 

Egypt to the Indus valley during the first two millennia BC, identifies “propitia-

tory, dedicatory and expiatory rites involving children and adults on special occa-

sions” as having been practiced through the region.11

Another version of a generalized effort to maintain good relations with 

gods was the practice of “foundation sacrifice,” that is, burying a child or adult 

under the foundation of a house or public building. This practice was common 

throughout Europe, the Middle East, and Asia from ancient times and persisted 

in many places, against social norms, into the middle ages and even the early 

modern period. In the British Isles, the Druids supported the practice, and sacri-

ficial victims have been found at Stonehenge, suggesting an origin fully indepen-

dent of the practice in the Middle East and Asia.

Finally, a common form of sacrifice, conducted as part of a public ritual, 

was the killing and burial of family members and servants who accompanied 

an important person to the grave. The monumental examples of this practice 

are well known: the group burials with Kings in the pyramids in Egypt, and the 

massive underground burials of ancient Chinese rulers, in which clay or wooden 

figures were later substituted for live or dead human bodies. Less well known 

practices were widespread, going back not just to the early city states, but to some 

of the oldest agricultural villages in southeast Europe (present day Yugoslavia, 

Turkey, Romania, and Bulgaria), where some graves include not just finery and 

utensils but wives or children. In some cases, the scale of sacrificial burials was 

massive. The ancient city-state of Ur has 16 tombs for royal burials dating from 

around 2300 BC. The number of retainers in these tombs varied from 12 to 80.12 

In Japan in 2 BC, the entire personal retinue of Prince Yamatohiko, brother of 

the Emperor, was buried alive, and “for several days they died not, but wept and 

wailed at night.”13 Just as animals were substituted for humans in religious sacri-

fices, clay and straw human figures and symbols for humans were substituted for 

humans in later burials in Egypt, China, and Japan.
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The practice by which the widow of a dead man was expected to go to her 

death, called suttee after the Indian word “sati,” is noted in historical records from 

many parts of the world. It seems to have been occurred persistently, however, 

over a period of one to two millennia, mainly in China and India, where it was 

extolled by the predominant religions (Shintoism and Hinduism, respectively). 

In the case of China, the values associated with the practice were honoring the 

dead and showing self-discipline. India, where the wife was expected to die on 

the funeral pyre or on a later memorial pyre, the dead husband was believed to 

go to a godlike afterlife which the wife could share. In India, suttee was legally 

banned by the British in 1829, and it is believed to have ended on any significant 

scale by around 1860.14

Slavery and Related Conditions

Slavery: Slavery has been practiced more recently than any other common form 

of socially sanctioned violence except war and capital punishment. While slavery 

is not, in itself, a form of physical violence, it creates a situation in which the 

victim is perpetually threatened with violent assault, up to and including death, 

and in which many individuals regularly suffered physical abuses. Many if not 

most slaves in 19th century America were beaten and raped (or forced into sexual 

relations); many were permanently separated from their families when they were 

sold; and they remained permanently under a penalty of death for attempting to 

escape to be reunited with their families or for any other reason.

The most well known practices of slavery are the enslavement of blacks from 

Africa in the United States in the 18th and 19th centuries, and the practice of 

slavery in ancient Greece and Rome. Each of these cases is considered special 

and atypical, in part because the practices in modern America and in the clas-

sical world differed substantially. But slavery has been practiced in all parts of 

the world at one time or another, continuously or intermittently throughout 

recorded history, and among some simple societies without written history; and 

in every case the quality of ownership is the same. The life of the slave belongs 

to the owner, who can take it without having committed a crime or having to 

account for his action.15

Among indigenous groups in the Western hemisphere, throughout North, 

Central, and South America, there was a form of slavery substantially different 

from that in most other parts of the world: Men of enemy tribes captured in war 

were considered to be slaves (possessions), but they were adopted, married into 

the tribe, and treated as a son or brother for several years. Then, at a certain time 

(whose identifying parameters are not known), they would be informed that 

the moment for the final treatment of captured male warriors had arrived. This 
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treatment was to be put to a painful, torturous death and, often, subjected to 

ritual cannibalism. Women captured in war were generally used for slave labor, 

but might also marry into the tribe. They were not automatically slaughtered 

in a ritual sacrifice; but in the case of some North American tribes which prac-

ticed ritual human sacrifice to the gods of fertility (such as the Pawnee), female 

slaves from another tribe were the preferred victim. Because of the small size and 

simple, egalitarian organization of hunter-gatherer bands and tribes, those which 

made slaves of captured members of enemy tribes had only a few such individu-

als among them; and the slaves generally lived ordinary lives indistinguishable 

from those of others in the group up to the time of their deaths.16

Slaves were also the victim of choice for human sacrifice in agrarian societies 

and early states in parts of the Middle East and other areas.

Serfdom: In many places for centuries after slavery became illegal, conditions 

that resemble slavery were widely practiced.17 These are the forms of compulsory 

servitude identified by the following terms: coloni (in late Roman society), serf, 

villein, bondman, thrall, and, in more recent times, indentured servant. Most 

(but not all) people in these groups were farm hands; some were household ser-

vants or worked in factories or at trades. What distinguishes these conditions 

of servitude from slavery is that what is owned is not the body but some or all 

of the daily labor of the individual. The exact legal and social positions of the 

individuals called serf, villein, bondman, or thrall differed from one country to 

the next and over time. Serfs, bondmen, and thralls were never classified as “free 

men”: villeins seem to have moved over time between the free and unfree status 

in England and France. For convenience, the following discussion uses the term 

“serf” to identify all of the “unfree” persons who were not outright slaves.

Serfs were “owned” in the sense that their own and their children’s labor was 

owned in perpetuity; they were identified in records as being owned and sold; 

and they represented an enumerated part of the inheritable holdings of an estate 

at death. In some cases the serf could purchase his own freedom (in rare cases 

where he could cobble together the means to do so). In most cases, however, buy-

ing freedom was not an option not only because the serf was too poor, but also 

because the serf was bound to the land and would not be released by the master 

even for payment unless a replacement were provided—and no willing replace-

ments were to be found.

Serfs were probably subjected to the same kinds of punishment suffered by 

slaves for failure to meet their masters’ work requirements. A detailed multiyear 

daily diary of serf affairs for a mid-19th century Russian estate shows that three-

quarters of the serfs were beaten, many several times, during the course of a typi-

cal year; and the average beating, conducted with a birch rod, involved 30 lashes.18 

In addition, serfs were frequently struck or beaten by their superiors; rape and 



78          CHAPTER 4

forced sexual relations were common; and in Russia serfs could be transported to 

Siberia for disobedience.19 In principle, the masters of serfs were not legally per-

mitted to inflict random or arbitrary violence on them, nor to kill them, whereas 

masters had both rights with slaves. In practice, there was no court in which 

masters were held accountable for violence toward serfs, short of homicide, and 

they could even get away with murder. Thus, the physical abuse to which masters 

could subject serfs with impunity was a key difference between serfs and poor 

free sharecroppers.

There were feudal societies built on serf labor in the pre-Colombian American 

city states, in the ancient Middle East, and throughout the circum-Mediterranean  

area. In addition, the condition of serf or villein was common throughout the 

British Isles, Scandinavia, Europe, and Russia continuously or intermittently 

from around 1000 AD (when slavery left from late antiquity was dying out) to 

the mid-19th century.20

One remarkable feature of serfdom in Europe, which is instructive with 

respect to socially sanctioned violence more generally, is that it did not develop 

in a straightforward evolutionary sequence, arising initially as a weakened form 

of slavery and then gradually disappearing. In every case which I have had an 

opportunity to review (England, France, Spain, Hungary, and Russia), serfdom 

represented not a rise from slavery, but a loss of freedom by farmers who had 

previously been free men, but who, suffering under harsh conditions of one 

kind or another, found themselves increasingly deprived of various rights and 

freedoms. In England this occurred between 600 and 900 AD when assaults and 

migrations from Scandinavia were leading to the deaths of farmers and the loss 

of their land, and the farmers chose to place themselves under the protection of 

feudal lords.

In France, Catalonia, and Hungary, the transition occurred after the onset 

of the Plague in the 14th century, when labor was scarce and large landhold-

ers became more demanding. In Russia, serfdom was introduced between 1600, 

when peasants had the legal right to move from estate to estate between harvests, 

and 1700, when that right was abolished and the peasants were legally bound to 

the land. On the part of the Czar, this was part of an ongoing effort with several 

goals: to enforce tax law and increase tax income; to identify potential recruits 

for military service; and to improve agricultural productivity by establishing a 

system of mutual obligation between the landowners, who were bound to set 

aside registered lands for the private use of the serfs, and the serfs, who were 

bound to give a certain number of days’ labor per year to farming the landown-

ers’ land. Very quickly, however, the main effect of the law was to bind the serfs 

to the landowners, who viewed themselves as owning the serfs and conducted 

business accordingly.
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In nations where serfdom was practiced, serfs generally made up the great 

majority of the peasant population. The first Norman census of England, in 1086, 

for example, reckoning male heads of households, lists 283,000 individuals, of 

which two-thirds (195,000) were “villeins” or “bordari” (a related group). The 

other major groups were: slaves (25,000), major tenants who ran large estates 

(23,000), free men (generally small farmers who rented property) (12,000), the 

landowning principals and the nobility (9,000), and burghers and townspeople 

(8,000). The remaining 15,000 comprised craftsmen, small cottagers, religious 

and military professionals, and so on.21 In Russia at the time of the last census 

before the abolition of serfdom, the 10th national census, held in 1859, serfs rep-

resented 37.5 percent of the population of European Russian, 22.5 million out of 

a total of about 60 million.22 What these examples suggest is that even though in 

most nation-states the existence of a large class of slaves gradually disappeared 

after the fall of Rome, farm workers making up a large proportion of the popula-

tion were subjected to treatment comparable to that of slaves for centuries.

Corporal Punishment

Over the range from simple to complex societies, the punishments meted out by 

representatives of a society for violations of law or custom show a clear trend, 

first toward increasingly severe forms of corporal punishment and then away 

from corporal punishment and toward incarceration in prison. Simple societies 

of hunter-gatherers, which were organized in mobile extended family groups 

of 25–50 persons, had no means of imprisoning individuals who violated the 

accepted rules of behavior, nor could they support an individual who was 

maimed in a way that interfered with productive work. Many such societies had 

ingenious means of conflict resolution, penance or expiation, and reconcilia-

tion. Where an offense was considered so grave as to warrant punishment, the 

options were generally limited to two forms: death or exile (which may have led 

to death). Since there were no courts or police, the aggrieved party and kin, or the 

group as a whole, were responsible for apprehending and killing the defendant. 

In some cases, where the violation was particularly severe and ritual cannibalism 

was known, the consumption of the dead body by the group might follow the 

execution with an intent such as preventing any possibility of afterlife or rebirth.

In all parts of the world, more complex societies introduced a variety of forms 

of physical punishment. Most often, there was an effort to make the punishment fit 

the crime. Rape would be punished by castration; theft by cutting off a hand or a 

foot; slander or the betrayal of an oath by cutting out the tongue. The use of horrible 

forms of torture to extract confessions is well known from the Spanish Inquisition 

and from the practices of 20th century dictators who tortured political opponents.
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In agricultural societies with rudimentary systems of law and prior to the 

development of prisons, blood feuds of the same kind that occurred among the 

simplest bands were common. Where frequent, blood feuds were generally not 

illegal. In theory, retribution by an aggrieved person’s kin against the perpetrator 

of an offense was supposed to be proportionate to the crime and to put the mat-

ter to rest. In practice, however, there were self-interested agreements about both 

the nature of the crime and the nature of the response. This often led to perpetual 

and, in some cases, escalating acts of (generally lethal) violence by each group of 

kin against the other, each justified not by the original crime but by the lack of 

justice in the last preceding act of revenge or retribution.

In Anglo-Saxon England, the kings attempted to dampen the tendency to 

wanton violence in society and the blood feuds that followed by establishing an 

elaborate system of fines (“wergild” or man-money) for every conceivable form 

of physical aggression, and for theft, adultery, and rape. Around the year 600, 

King Æthelbert issued 90 “laws,” the vast majority of which simply list the fine 

for a meticulously described violent offense.23 Comparable laws issued by King 

Alfred three centuries later maintained an elaborate system of fines, but added 

two entirely new features: first, the laws cover many activities other than violent 

crime and theft, most of which involve some betrayal of trust or promise; and 

second, for many crimes, the fines indicated in the older law have been replaced 

with forms of corporal punishment.24 In one case, where the rule seems to come 

directly from the Old Testament (which is the case for several other passages), it 

is difficult to know whether a practiced punishment is being described, or rather 

a general principle of equity: “If any one thrust out another’s eye, let him give his 

own for it; tooth for tooth, hand for hand, burning for burning, stripe for stripe.” 

In another case, the specificity of the crime suggests an actual punishment: “If 

a male serf commits rape on a female serf, the fine is his testicles.” Several other 

situations of aggressive and presumably unwanted sexual advances are described, 

involving free men and single free women or slaves or nuns: In these cases, the 

penalty is a fine, or marriage or both (in the case of a free woman). Thus the main 

difference between the two sets of laws concerns crimes punishable by death. In 

the early set, there were none. In King Alfred’s laws, death is listed as the only 

penalty (fine is not an option) in the following cases: murder (except by a priest, 

in which case the penalty is losing all he has and been expelled from the minis-

try); stealing and selling a free man; cursing one’s parents; causing the death of 

a pregnant woman; killing a thief for breaking and entering in daylight, unless 

unavoidably compelled to do so; being a witch; making sacrifices to pagan gods 

(this may be another extract from the Old Testament); or plotting against the life 

of the king or the lord one is sworn to serve.
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During the late Middle Ages and Renaissance, more elaborate and horrible 

corporal punishments were devised, such as death by burning (for women; men 

were hanged or had their head cut off), death by being drawn and quartered, and 

various forms of mutilation and branding.

The public spectacles associated with gruesome forms of capital punishment 

and mutilation in 16th–19th century France (and other parts of Europe) are 

described in detail by Foucault (1979). This is the period when deliberate cruelty 

and the excruciating, long-lasting pain of corporal punishment reached an apo-

gee in the Western world. Foucault then analyses the process by which torturous 

forms of physical punishment and capital punishment were gradually abolished 

in this part of the world, and replaced with incarceration in prison.

Some forms of corporal punishment now banned as cruel and extreme in the 

West are still practiced elsewhere. Two examples reported in the news in recent 

years are the instance of flogging an American youth in Hong Kong (for vandal-

ism, involving wantonly destroying the finish on a series of parked cars, along 

with some friends); and a case in Saudi Arabia of two members of the royal 

family (a man and a woman) being publicly beheaded for having committed 

adultery.

4.4 � The Declining Tolerance for Violence
Over the last two centuries, the worldwide abolition of slavery and serfdom 

and the decline in physical violence as a form of legal punishment have been 

paralleled by two other developments. First, there has been a steady decline in 

social approval of various forms of violence committed by one individual against 

another. This is illustrated in the abolition of dueling, the outlawing of the beat-

ing of children by parents and teachers, the growing public opposition to wife-

beating, and, in many countries, the banning of boxing. In Western nations, we 

are rapidly approaching the point at which no form of interpersonal violence is 

socially sanctioned.

Second, the purposes for which war is socially sanctioned have shrunk in a 

parallel manner, reflecting the same declining tolerance for violence. Consider, 

for example, the role of warfare in creating, extending, and maintaining empires. 

For centuries the use of armed force for this purpose was considered more or less 

legitimate, and service in armed forces dedicated to this end was an honorable 

profession. Since 1945, however, with Germany’s defeat and the end of coloniza-

tion, the use of force by great powers to acquire and rule far-flung empires has, 

little by little, been abandoned; and the morally justifying view that imperial 
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administrations are good for the subject populations has been replaced by the 

view that all people have the right to self-determination.

In sum, despite the unprecedented rate of killing in war and genocide over the 

course of the 20th century, and the recently rising rates of violent crime in the 

wealthier nations (after at least a century of steady decline), there is a great deal of 

evidence that in Western culture and world culture over the past several hundred 

years, there has been a marked shrinking in the set of socially sanctioned forms 

of individual and group violence; and over the past century, a parallel shrinking 

in the set of socially accepted reasons for war.

4.5 � The Rise of Institutionalized Forms  
of Violence

If mature, reasonably socialized adults in all cultures are predisposed to avoid 

violent behavior, then what is the source of culturally shaped beliefs about just 

or acceptable forms of violence in which individuals may or must participate?

A substantial body of literature in political science and sociology argues that 

the organization of society itself is the source of socially sanctioned violence. 

People band together, the argument goes, in order to form “attack” or “defense” 

units, that is, groupings which permit them to defend the territory and resources 

on which they rely for survival, or, alternatively, to attack others and seize the 

resources available to them.

The ethnographies of simple societies suggest, however, that this conception 

of the origin of society, and the origin of socially sanctioned violence, is much too 

narrow. Judging by the ways of life of the small bands with simple cultures which 

survived into the past five centuries, the primary function of the most basic social 

groupings was not to permit group violence nor to defend against attack, but to 

increase the chance of survival in other ways: that is, to provide jointly enough 

food, shelter, and, when needed, surrogate parents to ensure that each generation 

would survive long enough to raise the next generation to childbearing age. This 

survival function would have predisposed the earliest forms of social organization 

among hunter-gatherer societies, which occurred at a time when the average life 

spans was generally very short (about 30 years)25 to discourage internal violence 

and to protect against external violence—but not to originate violence. Even later, 

when larger, more settled societies arose around the practices of fishing, herding, 

and horticulture, the chief function of the increased scale of society was not attack 

or defense, but the division of labor and construction of settlements which pro-

duced more stored foodstuff, giving more people access to a more reliable food 

supply, and thereby supporting larger populations with longer life spans.
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Violent attacks by marauders and by empire builders, seeking to appropri-

ate the wealth accumulated by others, arose alongside the more settled life style. 

But such predatory violence followed rather than caused the rise of settlements 

and accumulated wealth, and settled defenders always far outnumbered mobile 

predators. This means that the rise of a warrior class and organized warfare (as 

distinct from small-scale, haphazard theft and marauding), which was associated 

with the growth of agriculture and cities in all parts of the world, was less a cause 

of the development of early city states than a product of it.

Against this backdrop, I suggest, the earliest socially sanctioned forms of group 

violence are likely to have been rooted in specific experiences in which particular 

forms of violence undertaken in an ad hoc manner became strongly associated 

with survival. The predominant case would be that of a band or tribe facing star-

vation which found that taking food from the territory of another group, or seiz-

ing food supplies stored by another group, represented a route to survival. Over 

time, repeated violation of earlier inhibitions against attacking others—lapses 

from ordinary adult discipline made under duress—could lead to the develop-

ment of a more positive ethos of conquest and destruction. An evolution of this 

kind might account for development of the aggression-justifying belief systems 

which arose repeatedly among nomadic pastoralists in the steppes of Asia—first 

as long ago as 2000 BC, among the Indo-European groups that spread from the 

Pontic-Caspian region into Europe, the Middle East, and South Asia, displacing 

more complex, settled, peaceful agrarian societies in those regions;26 and then 

much later in the West, among the Goths (including but not limited to the Scyth-

ians, Vandals, and Huns) in the 5th century AD;27 and in the east, among the 

Mongols, led by Genghis Khan, in the 12th century AD.28 Given the millennia-

long repetition of outward expansion and aggression, it seems likely, however, 

that the glorification of conquest and empire was not merely handed down from 

one generation to the next, but reappeared from time to time in response to the 

exigencies of a nomadic lifestyle in which a group of men on horseback could 

rapidly attack and plunder a farming community or, alternatively, be attacked 

and lose everything to another group on horseback.29

To take a very different example, early agricultural societies seem likely to have 

introduced human sacrifice in an ad hoc manner, when faced with exceptional 

adversity. In all parts of the world, the first sedentary societies probably used the 

quantities of storable produce generated by agriculture in an effort to smooth 

out their food supply over the course of the year. From time to time, however, 

this aim must have been frustrated by plagues, floods, and droughts, leading to 

widespread famine. Drawing a parallel with their own social and personal experi-

ence of stability and security as a function of food, the leaders of these societies 

conceived of a natural universe controlled by gods who needed food to stay in 
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a good humor and keep the world stable and predictable. Scaling up from daily 

life, and attempting to trade one evil for another (the root concept of sacrifice), 

the political-religious leaders of the early societies came up with human flesh as 

the preferred food of the gods, or, in another manner of speaking, the sacrifice of 

a human being as a concession of ultimate power and authority to the gods—in 

either case, propitiating forces beyond their own control in the hope of being 

granted, in return, conditions for a good harvest during the coming year. Unlike 

warfare conducted for the purpose of seizing food, acts of human sacrifice gen-

erally did nothing to alleviate the crises that may have prompted the creation 

of this ritual. But like acts of war aimed at seizing food, acts of human sacrifice 

were justified on the grounds that the evil being done was the lesser of two evils 

in the situation.

Over the course of human history, there must have been innumerable cases 

in which people in a given culture experienced some link between own vulner-

ability to pain, loss, suffering, and death and protection from such ills with the 

deliberate infliction of pain or loss on others; and having made this link, inferred 

a more general moral rule from it, such as, “human sacrifice will lead to good 

crops” or, “a life of military conquest will earn glory as well as wealth and secu-

rity.” Moreover, through cultural dispersal, normatively loaded beliefs about just 

or desirable forms of group violence are likely to have spread from one culture 

to others which imitated or adopted them because they offered new solutions to 

shared problems.

4.6 � The Demise of Institutionalized Forms  
of Violence

If institutionalized, socially sanctioned forms of group violence tend to appear 

initially as a by-product of crisis response, why and how do socially sanctioned 

forms of group violence end?

What we know about the cessation of once-widespread practices that have 

been abolished—ritual cannibalism, ritual human sacrifice, and slavery— 

suggests two main mechanisms:

•	 A practice can be abolished through some form of coercion imposed from 

outside the culture. This happened in many parts of the world over the past 

several centuries, when conquerors and missionaries from Europe encoun-

tered what they considered abhorrent and unthinkable customs.

•	 A practice can fall into disuse as a result of changes in society which lead 

to changes in the moral beliefs that once justified it. This seems to have 
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happened with human sacrifice in the circum-Mediterranean area in 

ancient times, and with ritual cannibalism throughout the world at vari-

ous times.

In the latter case, within the context of a larger world view which itself is 

changing, the practice may be increasingly perceived as either unnecessary as 

a means of achieving a given end, or unnecessarily harmful in relation to the 

objective. In what follows, I discuss each of these processes briefly, and then look 

at their interactive functioning.

The US civil war is probably the most widely cited instance of the abolition of 

a form of socially sanctioned group violence as a result coercion imposed from 

outside the society: people in the North who opposed slavery imposed their view 

on those in the South who thought it should be legal, and the Northerners made 

war to impose their view. The exploration and colonization of the world by Euro-

peans over the past five centuries offers many other examples of new standards 

of behavior being abruptly imposed by outsiders, with the result that many prac-

tices were changed, abolished, or died out with the populations that had prac-

ticed them. Among other practices, this applies to ritual forms of cannibalism 

and human sacrifice practiced in many parts of the world. In the Americas and 

the Pacific, explorers, conquerors, and missionaries insisted that primitive tribes 

instantly cease such practices. In Africa, India and other parts of Asia, British and 

other European colonial rulers took a hands-off approach at first, but eventually 

banned various customs of human sacrifice, including suttee (the burning of a 

widow on her dead husband’s pyre) and fertility rites involving the sacrifice of 

human victims.

Direct and indirect evidence suggests that in the more distant past—from one 

millennium to several millennia ago—the practices of ritual human sacrifice and 

ritual cannibalism were once common, but that they ceased as a result of changes 

in economic and political organization. Among simple groups encountered in the 

modern period—bands or tribes with a basic hunter-gatherer economy, or tribes 

with the same supplemented by some systematic horticulture or herding—ritual 

cannibalism appears to have been surprisingly widespread, with an incidence of 

50 percent or more. Ancient writing and some archaeological evidence suggest 

that in the parts of the world that developed first, when large, settled, complex 

agricultural societies arose in various regions, ritual cannibalism died out and 

ritual human sacrifice became common. For both ritual cannibalism and ritual 

human sacrifice, the practices, where they occurred, were associated with cultural 

beliefs that were common among all societies with similar economies, includ-

ing societies that did not practice ritual cannibalism or ritual human sacrifice. 

And ritual human sacrifice was, for the most part, abandoned by cultures that 
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had more developed economies, incorporating much more extensive reliance 

on money (legal tender) and on trade with other cultures. Another example of 

association between a given form of socially sanctioned violence and a particu-

lar stage of development is offered by slavery which was banned when modern 

political and industrial growth made it no longer tolerable or profitable.

The extraordinarily close correlation between successive stages of political 

and economic development and the rise and demise of given forms of socially 

sanctioned violence implies that the latter is a function of the former, unmedi-

ated by any significant contributing role of moral belief or world view. If this 

were the case, then we should infer that war is likely to end if and only if there is 

an appropriate change in worldwide political and economic development—and 

that moral beliefs about just war have, indeed, little bearing on the matter.

There is, however, a more plausible interpretation of the association between 

political and economic development and sanctioned forms of group violence. 

This is that increasing complexity and scale of political organization and increas-

ing control over natural threats to physical survival are associated with world 

views, and changes in world view, which lend themselves to the moral justifica-

tion of specific forms of sanctioned group violence. If this is the case, then we 

would expect to find what history shows: a given form of sanctioned violence is 

sometimes but not always associated with a given degree of political and eco-

nomic complexity, but virtually never occurs in societies considerably more or 

less complex.

For both cannibalism and human sacrifice, there is evidence of the demise of 

the practice in given cultures not after a change in development, but while the 

culture was still operating at the level of development normally associated with 

each practice. This suggests that a change in world view and in moral beliefs 

about group violence may precede and help cause the change in political and 

economic development, rather than follow from it.

The same may be said, in a much weaker form, about the imposition of abo-

lition from outside the practicing culture. Explorers, missionaries, and impe-

rial conquerors typically imposed broader horizons on local cultures, requiring 

change not just in the practice of certain forms of socially sanctioned violence, 

but in a web of interlocking behaviors, beliefs, and values. In many cases, forms 

of ritual cannibalism by simple tribes were abolished almost instantly at the 

demand of imperial administrators, who (not surprisingly) treated the prac-

tices with contempt and horror, as inhuman and intolerable. The rapid collapse 

of practices which (anthropologists found in retrospect) were integrally incor-

porated in the equivalent of religious-philosophical-political organization and 

belief systems suggests that when confronted with an utterly alien world view, 

the entire set of beliefs supporting the ritual practice simply caved in. These 
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beliefs were not replaced by alternative beliefs or practices, designed to accom-

plish the same ends as ritual cannibalism. Instead, people’s lives were deprived 

of those ends and other social ends incompatible with those of the colonizing 

culture.

Regardless of the proximate cause of change—views imposed from outside, 

changing political and economic structure, or simply weakening adherence to 

old beliefs—the moral views that supported previously sanctioned forms of 

violence tended to seem solid as long as they went substantially unchallenged, 

yet ultimately vulnerable to rapid and comprehensive change. A metaphor for 

this vulnerability might be that of a thick-skinned balloon, which can withstand 

knocks and bounces and being seriously bent out of shape, but which will col-

lapse instantly if pricked by a sharp object. The culturally shaped moral beliefs 

that support socially sanctioned forms of violence can be solid for centuries, yet 

collapse and vanish in a few years. I attribute this unusual combination of resil-

ience and vulnerability to the fact that the justifications for sanctioned violence 

are always working against an underlying propensity to nonviolence. In terms of 

resilience, this means that the barrier to change must be kept high; that is, the 

social investment in maintaining the moral reasoning must be substantial, and 

the social means of fending off challenges and defections extensive. But in terms 

of vulnerability, it means that a moral cognitive dissonance is always waiting, 

like a tectonic fault, for an opportunity to settle into a more stable, consistent 

configuration of beliefs with regard to violence.

4.7 � Goals, Efficacy, and Morality in 
Institutionalized Violence and Violation

In looking back at older forms of socially sanctioned violence, we tend to classify 

them according to contemporary world views and standards of socially sanc-

tioned violence. We tend to distinguish between rituals of violence and viola-

tion which, by our lights, were based on false ideas about the world—rituals 

involving superstition, shamanism, magic, or implausible religious beliefs—and 

violent practices of a kind that continue today, which may have had the desired 

physical impact on the prospects for survival, or the prospects for thriving, such 

as socially sanctioned war to obtain food, or socially sanctioned use of foreign 

populations as slave labor to increase the wealth of one’s own society. In other 

words, the modern mind gravitates toward a functional assessment of violent 

practices: did they serve a practical end? And if so, were they, perhaps, justi-

fied by objective interests rather than by variable, culturally determined moral 

beliefs?
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In this discussion, the efficacy of a sanctioned form of violence as a means 

to expected or desired ends is not at issue. What is at issue is the motivation for 

the action among those who do it: Is the practice driven or permitted by unique, 

culturally shaped moral beliefs according to which the form of violence is just 

and acceptable? Or—and here we have the relevant alternative—is the violence 

motivated by human needs which are common across cultures, such as survival 

needs, which do not involve culturally variable moral beliefs?

The way to identify a given act of violence as rooted in culturally variable 

moral beliefs, on the one hand, or innate human needs, on the other hand, is by 

looking carefully at the claimed benefit of the action.

The issue is readily confused because most forms of socially sanctioned vio-

lence are called, or can be called, “necessary evils.” Taken out of context, this term 

suggests that the violent action is necessary for survival. For the most part, how-

ever, the term is meant to show a link between two seemingly contrary expecta-

tions: the expectation that a given action will harm or cause pain to one person 

or many people (thus, it is “evil”), and the expectation that some good will come 

out of the (thus, it is “necessary” or, more precisely, useful). For example, a per-

son who says “Spare the rod, spoil the child” is saying that spanking is a neces-

sary evil. Or, to take another case, people believe that punishment which hurts 

criminals is a “necessary evil” because if inadequately punished, crimes will be 

more common.

The use of socially sanctioned lethal violence is sometimes but not often a 

survival-related “necessary evil” in the sense that if one person does not die, one 

or more others will die, with certainty and speed. Most sanctioned forms of vio-

lence, though called “necessary evils,” are not actions which, if suspended, would 

result in the prompt and certain death of one or many individuals. (A form of 

lethal violence which is a “necessary evil” in this sense is a sniper’s killing a crazed 

individual who cannot otherwise be stopped from killing people randomly with 

an automatic weapon.)

Most if not all socially sanctioned forms of group violence are institutional-

ized: that is, the context and reasons are identified in advance, the procedures 

are specified, and the participants (the violent actors) are known and, in many 

cases, go through extensive training. But violence which is carefully planned and 

prescribed in advance of the event is rarely undertaken as a matter of survival, 

strictly and narrowly speaking. Moreover, in the rare cases where preplanned 

violence might actually be used to ensure the survival of most members of a 

group, it is likely that the same energy, directed at developing a nonviolent means 

of survival, could prevent the rise of the situation in which lethal violence was 

needed.
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For the most part, the claimed benefit of institutionalized, socially sanctioned 

group violence is a social good less urgently or comprehensively needed than 

survival—and, by the same token, more closely bound to a specific culture and its 

world view. In most cases, the physical survival of members of the society is taken 

for granted: what is at issue are the political, economic, or cultural conditions 

under which the group will live. The goals for which people in a given culture may 

be prepared to inflict or suffer lethal violence are many. They include political 

conditions like creating or preserving an empire, or achieving self-determination;  

acquiring, keeping, or losing wealth; the toleration or nontoleration of religious, 

cultural, or ethnic self-expression, and so on.

If we look back at roughly comparable societies, one of which sanctioned a 

given form of violence and the other did not, what we would find most often 

is not an association between violence and survival, but rather an association 

between violence and another socially defined “good” which a modern observer 

might or might not consider worth killing or dying for. Political scientists rou-

tinely attempt to assess war as an instrument of politics by assessing the outcome 

of wars in terms of costs, risks, and losses to the aggressor compared with gains 

to the aggressor, where the costs and gains are measured in terms of wealth, ter-

ritory, population, natural resources, political influence, or other socially defined 

“goods.” The conclusion typically drawn is that war was a rational or wise choice 

if the gains outweighed the costs, or an irrational or poor choice in the opposite 

case. The implication is that the purpose and goals of war—and in those senses, 

its cause—was gain of the relevant kind.

What such analyses overlook is that war can be perceived and assessed not 

only as a more or less successful means to given ends, but also as a means to 

ends which a given society may consider unacceptable. This distinction is all-

important in any case where war (or another form of group violence) is not being 

employed as a means to survival, in the most basic, literal, physical sense of the 

term. Only in cases where a society is facing mass starvation (or a comparable 

environmentally linked catastrophe, like mass death by freezing or by drowning), 

or facing deliberately inflicted genocide, and when violent action might literally 

save more lives than it would cost in the threatened society can it be argued that a 

socially sanctioned form of violence may be amorally driven by objective “inter-

ests.” In other words, only when many lives are immediately at stake not during 

the prosecution of violence but as a certain fact in the absence of violence can 

we infer that the violence may be entirely dissociated from a special, culturally 

determined system of moral beliefs. Even in such situations—for example, in a 

society facing mass starvation—the view that one’s own survival is an adequate 

reason for killing another human may be morally intolerable; and in those cases, 
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individuals may starve rather than kill, as a result of learned moral beliefs. Thus, 

in the final analysis, the defensive killing of attackers may be the only form of 

socially sanctioned violence motivated by a practical end in which the reason for 

killing other human beings need not be supported by culturally shaped moral 

beliefs, but could be the result of a culturally invariant will to kill, if necessary, in 

order to defend oneself (or others) from being killed.
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5.1 � Introduction
This chapter argues that ritual or customary cannibalism shares a number of fea-

tures with war, which make it a relevant precedent for the practice and potential 

abolition of war. Like war, ritual cannibalism:

•	 was relatively widespread (among hunter-gatherer societies) for centuries 

or millennia;

•	 was institutionalized as a socially sanctioned and, often, socially required 

practice, in which various members of society played well-defined roles;

•	 involved a violation of the human body which, in the abstract, was per-

ceived as abhorrent and hateful; and

•	 was undertaken despite its abhorrent nature because it was believed to be 

justified by an important social value.

Finally, as I argue is likely to be the case for the abolition of war, when key 

features of the culture changed, the culturally determined reasoning that had 

justified customary cannibalism faded away; and once the justifying reasons dis-

appeared, the practice not only stopped, but became an unthinkable horror.

The Meaning of Ritual Cannibalism

In everyday usage, the word “cannibalism” conjures up the image of a tribe 

boiling or roasting human flesh for dinner. This is a caricature of actual can-

nibal practices, an ancient myth perpetuated, largely inadvertently, by modern 

5

RITUAL CANNIBALISM
A Case Study of Socially Sanctioned  
Group Violence
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explorers and conquerors. The evidence available today suggests that regularly 

practiced, socially sanctioned “food cannibalism” may have occurred in one or 

two cultures, but that if it ever did exist, it was extraordinarily rare.

In contrast, starvation cannibalism—individuals painfully violating an inter-

nalized taboo against consuming human flesh—has occurred in times of famine 

in all parts of the world. Some cases of starvation cannibalism have involved 

murdered victims, others have involved flesh taken from dead bodies; but there 

is no evidence that the practice was ever socially sanctioned as customary behav-

ior. Cannibalism as an aberrant (not sanctioned) practice has also occurred as a 

product of sociopathic behavior and mental illness.

Virtually all socially sanctioned cannibalism—and nearly all of the practices 

which anthropologists study—are very different from food cannibalism. These 

practices typically involve the ritual or customary ingestion of some part of a 

dead member of one’s own band or tribe (“endocannibalism”) or of a stranger or 

a member of an enemy tribe (“exocannibalism”) in the belief that this will have 

a particular impact on the life or the afterlife of the consumer or the consumed, 

or both. In acts of ritual or customary cannibalism, specified members of a soci-

ety consume all or part of certain body parts, which are believed to contain and 

convey attributes of the deceased. Often, the organ to be consumed is the heart, 

the brain, or the liver, and the attribute to be preserved (endocannibalism) or 

appropriated (exocannibalism) is the soul stuff, the spirit, the courage, or the 

fecundity of the deceased.

In many cases of ritual or customary cannibalism, the part of the human body 

that is ingested does not take the form of food or resemble food; in some cases, 

it is obscured by food. For example, the ash of the burnt bones of a deceased 

relation may be dissolved in a drink; or some of his or her blood may be mixed 

in with some form of food or drink. Even when ritual cannibalism does involve 

the consumption of flesh in more substantial quantities and gruesome forms, it 

is still utterly unlike food cannibalism. Ritual or customary cannibalism occurs 

only under certain circumstances, and then at a special time set aside for the 

purpose. The ingestion of human substance is usually just one step in a much 

longer and more elaborate ritual. The activity is generally considered to be of the 

utmost importance as a social obligation or sacred duty.

The Debate over the Existence of Ritual Cannibalism

To the modern mind, cannibalism in any form is so abhorrent that it is hard to 

credit. We find it difficult to comprehend or even imagine cannibal acts under-

taken as a freely chosen activity by ordinary, sane, nonsadistic, nonsociopathic 

human beings. The gulf between the modern sensibility and that in societies with 
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ritual cannibal practices is so wide that it undermines confidence in our ability 

to separate fact from fiction, or to avoid ethnocentric projections of feared, hor-

rible “otherness” onto peoples whose cultures are vastly different from our own. 

Moreover, there were well-known tendencies among the explorers, traders, and 

conquistadors of earlier centuries to exaggerate the adventures and encounters 

they experienced during their travels, sometimes bringing to life the monsters 

of myth, fairy tale, and nightmare, and to plagiarize fantastic stories from one 

another.

Thus, it is not altogether surprising that some years ago an anthropologist 

challenged the accepted view that various forms of socially sanctioned canni-

balism were once relatively widespread. The 1979 book by William Arens, The 

Man-Eating Myth: Anthropology and Anthropophagy, sent a shock wave through 

the field of anthropology with the claim that all or virtually all reports of socially 

sanctioned cannibal practices are myths originally invented by ethnocentric or 

interested parties and later credulously repeated, with little investigation and 

insufficient evidence, by sloppy, ethnocentric social scientists with a vested inter-

est in sensationalizing the subjects of their study.

Though rejected by virtually all reviewers, Arens’s claim left lingering doubts 

among anthropologists who have not studied the topic. In light of the contro-

versy, it might have seemed wise to drop ritual cannibalism as a case study in 

socially sanctioned group violence. Instead, I decided to retain the study for sev-

eral reasons.

First, as an instance of socially sanctioned group violence, the alleged practice 

of cannibalism was too central to ignore. As noted in Chapter 3, many socially 

sanctioned forms of violence have appeared in one culture or another over the 

course of human history, but only five forms of institutionalized, socially sanc-

tioned group violence have been widely practiced in all parts of the world for 

millennia: war; punishment (often corporal punishment) for breaking the law, or 

violating law-like customs; slavery; human sacrifice; and, allegedly, cannibalism. 

With cannibalism included in the set, a strong case can be made that all forms of 

socially sanctioned group violence are culturally determined and susceptible to 

change, or abolition, as a function of changes in culture and in culturally deter-

mined moral ideas. If customary cannibalism did not exist, however, it might be 

argued that widespread socially sanctioned group violence comprises two forms 

(slavery and human sacrifice) which were practiced for a time and then ended, 

and two other forms (war and punishment) which have been practiced through-

out human history. In other words, if cannibalism did not exist as a widespread, 

socially sanctioned group practice, the evidence for systematic, culturally deter-

mined variation in all forms of socially sanctioned violence and related moral 

beliefs would be considerably weaker.
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Second, the controversy over the existence of cannibalism concerns the very 

issue which is at the heart of this study: Can behavior (like cannibalism) which 

is unthinkable in one period of history be institutionalized and even routine in 

another? And if so, can behavior (like war) which is institutionalized in a given 

culture become unthinkable as culture changes? While granting that ethnocentric 

projection could play a role in the attribution of cannibal practices to simple societ-

ies, this study underscores the potential for bias in the opposite direction. Through-

out the twentieth century, anthropologists reacting against the ethnocentrism and 

naivete of the field’s nineteenth-century founding fathers have, quite reasonably, 

eschewed developmental concepts and language which suggest that simple, nonlit-

erate tribal societies were the unfortunate precursors to our own “advanced” soci-

ety. The effort not to be judgmental or derogatory about simple cultures has been 

admirable and effective; but it can create a counterproductive form of political 

correctness. If cannibalism did exist, then the ostensibly politically correct crit-

ics of the literature on cannibalism, such as Arens, would be the parties guilty of 

ethnocentrism, for having mistakenly labeled some customs of simple societies as 

too terrible to be human; by the same token, the anthropologists who accepted the 

evidence of ritual cannibalism would be the genuinely nonjudgmental scholars.

Thus, the dispute between the two views of ritual cannibalism could not be 

more pertinent to the argument advanced in this essay: if ritual cannibalism did 

exist, that tends to confirm my hypotheses, first, that people are capable of ratio-

nalizing any action in the framework of a justifying world view and set of moral 

beliefs; and, second, that forms of violence believed to be vital to society at some 

times in history can become completely irrelevant to the preservation or loss of 

important social values other times.

Finally, a careful review of the Arens-related claims and counterclaims, 

reported in the Appendix, along with the evidence concerning the incidence of 

customary cannibalism given in the next section of this chapter, persuaded me 

that ritual forms of cannibalism not merely existed, but were widespread, being 

practiced by at least 50 percent of simple societies in most parts of the world, and 

more in some areas.

The Organization of the Chapter

The chapter begins with a detailed discussion of the evidence concerning the 

global incidence and cultural correlates of ritual cannibalism. Because the preva-

lence and even the existence of ritual cannibalism are contentious issues even 

among professional anthropologists who have devoted time to this issue, I have 

gone to some length to identify and assess evidence concerning the global inci-

dence of the practice.
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Next, I discuss the purposes and forms of ritual cannibalism, and the morality 

and affect associated with it in the practicing societies. These sections highlight 

some remarkable similarities in the context, justification, and emotional coloring 

of ritual cannibalism and war.

Finally, I  tum to the question of how practices of ritual cannibalism ended 

and the inferences we might draw from that historical precedent for the potential 

abolition of war.

5.2 � The Global Incidence and Correlates  
of Cannibalism

Two anthropologists have attempted in very different ways to provide a global 

overview of the incidence, forms, and meaning of cannibalism: Evald Volhard in 

the 1939 study Kannibalismus (Cannibalism), and Peggy Reeves Sanday in the 

1986 book Divine Hunger. Volhard, an anthropologist at the Institute for Cultural 

Studies at Goethe University in Frankfurt, exhaustively compiles descriptions of 

every reported cannibal custom, current or past, anywhere in the world, that the 

author could find in any source. In the first half of his study, which is organized 

geographically by continent, region, and tribe, Volhard gives a thumbnail sketch 

of the time period, the sources, the specific actions, and the purposes involved 

in each reported custom or practice. This text is supplemented by numbered 

lists of the tribes or cultures (or language groups) in each region with reported 

cannibal practices, and by detailed maps that use the same numbers to show the 

approximate location of each tribe or culture by continent and region. In the 

second half of the study, Volhard regroups the earlier material, giving a cross-

cultural analysis of cannibal customs grouped by their main purpose or mean-

ing. (The typologies of cannibalism given by Volhard and others are discussed 

in the next section.)

Drawing on primary and secondary material in English, French, and German, 

as well as some primary material originally published in other languages (partic-

ularly Italian, Spanish, Dutch, and Portuguese) and later translated into English, 

French, or German, Volhard uses roughly 800 sources to identify 914 tribes or 

cultures which have been reported to have practiced some form of cannibalism, 

in nearly all cases customary or ritual cannibalism. Of the cultures identified by 

Volhard as having cannibal practices, 93 percent (857 cultures, many if not most 

no longer extant) were located in Central or South America, Africa, or Ocea-

nia (Australia, New Zealand, the Pacific islands, and Indonesia), while a scant 

7 percent (57 cultures) were located in North America and the entire Eurasian 

continent.
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Peggy Reeves Sanday, a cultural anthropologist at the University of Pennsyl-

vania, used the Human Relations Area Files and Murdock and White’s Standard 

Cross-Cultural Sample of societies1 to estimate the incidence of cannibalism by 

geographic region, and to assess the impact on its occurrence of several likely fac-

tors.2 Out of a total cross-cultural sample of 186 cultures, Sanday found enough 

information to assess the presence or absence of cannibalism in only 109 cul-

tures. Of the latter, 37 (one-third) had evidence of cannibal practices.

The geographic distribution of the cases in Sanday’s sample study loosely 

resembles that in Volhard’s global study. Most of Sanday’s cases were located in 

Africa, Oceania, and Latin America, and only 5 percent were in located in Eurasia. 

(See Table 5.1 for the detailed data supporting this and the next several para-

graphs.) For North America, however, Volhard’s and Sanday’s findings appear 

to diverge considerably. North American accounted for only 2.5 percent of Vol-

hard’s cases (23 out of 914) but 30 percent of Sanday’s much smaller sample (11 

out of 37). In Sanday’s sample, the rate of cannibalism in North America was 

about the same as that in Latin America, Oceania, and Africa—close to 50 per-

cent of the cultures surveyed in each area (Table 5.1, col. 5). A comparable figure 

cannot be given for Volhard, for whom there is no basis for judging the relative 

intensity of cannibal practice by region. But Volhard’s low absolute figure for 

North America—23 cases, compared with 400 cases for Africa and 351 cases for 

Oceania—implies either that the universe of cultures in North America, com-

pared with that in other regions, is, for unknown reasons, far smaller in Volhard 

than in Sanday; or, alternatively, that contrary to Sanday’s findings, the intensity 

of cannibalism in North America is comparatively much lower than that in other 

regions; or both. 

Another measure of the overall similarities and differences between Sanday’s 

and Volhard’s results is the ratio of Sanday’s cultures with cannibal practices to 

Volhard’s, by region and for the world as a whole (Table 5‑1, col. 9). Globally, 

Sanday’s cases represent 4 percent of Volhard’s, and for Africa, Oceania, Central 

and South America, and Eurasia, the ratios lie in the plausible surrounding range 

of 2–6 percent. In other words, in relative counts by continent, the two sources 

diverge from their relative global totals by not more than 50 percent. In the case of 

North America, however, they differ by a factor of ten: in North America, instead 

of representing 4 percent of Volhard’s cases, Sanday’s cases represent 48 percent.

This discrepancy raises questions about possible sampling bias in Volhard 

(North American cultures underrepresented) or Sanday (North American cul-

tures overrepresented). In addition, for both studies an explanation is needed 

to account for the very low incidence of reported cannibal practices in Eurasia 

compared with that in Africa, Oceania, and Central and South America. The 

remainder of this section addresses these two points.
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In an effort to resolve the apparent discrepancy between Volhard and Sanday 

for North America and to clarify the reasons for the low incidence of reported 

cannibal practices in Eurasia, I began by considering Sanday’s statistical analysis 

of factors that might be expected to affect the incidence of cannibalism. San-

day assessed three such factors: (1) the degree of social or political complex-

ity, defined as levels of superordinate authority above the local band or village; 

(2) the regular presence of hunger, famine, or protein deficiency; and (3) the 

presence of a lengthy (greater than six months) postpartum sexual taboo. The 

expectations in the three cases (for which Sanday gives no explanation) are that 

cannibalism will be more frequent in simpler societies, in societies where hunger 

or famine is common and where the postpartum sexual taboo is long.3

Sanday found strong positive correlations for all three factors (see Table 5.2). 

Of the three, social complexity was the dominant factor: In simple societies  

TABLE 5.2  Results of Sanday’s analysis of factors affecting the occurrence of 
cannibalism

CANNIBALISM CANNIBALISM 
AS % OF TOTAL

PRESENT ABSENT TOTAL 
CASES

1.	Complexity of political organization
	 Simple societies (local only) 25 32 57 44%
	 One or two jural levels above local 8 18 26 31$
	 Three or more jural levels 4 22 26 15%
	 Subtotal: jural levels above local 12 40 52 23%
	 Entire sample 37 72 109 34%
2.	Added impact of food stress
Simple societies
	 Some hunger/famine/protein def. 19 20 39 49%
	 Food constant 2 9 11 18%
	 Unknown 4 9 7 57%
	 Entire sample 25 32 57 44%
Societies with jural levels above local
	 Some hunger/famine/protein def. 10 23 33 30%
	 Food constant 1 16 17 6%
	 Unknown 1 1 2 50%
	 Entire sample 12 40 52 23%
Total
	 Some hunger/famine/protein def. 29 43 72 40%
	 Food constant 3 25 28 11%
	 Unknown 5 4 9 56%
	 Entire sample 37 72 109 34%
3.	Added impact of lengthy post-partum sexual taboo
Simple societies
	 6 months-2 years+ 7 8 15 47%
	 Up to 6 months 12 16 28 43%
	 Unknown 6 8 14 43%
	 Entire sample 25 32 57 44%
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CANNIBALISM CANNIBALISM 
AS % OF TOTAL

PRESENT ABSENT TOTAL 
CASES

Societies w/jural levels above local
	 6 months-2 years+ 7 8 15 47%
	 Up to 6 months 3 22 25 12%
	 Unknown 2 10 12 17%
	 Entire sample 12 40 52 23%
 Total
	 6 months-2 years+ 14 16 30 47%
	 Up to 6 months 15 38 53 28%
	 Unknown 8 18 26 31%
	 Entire sample 37 72 109 34%

Source: Sanday (1986).

(no political structure or integration above the local village), the incidence of 

cannibal practices was about 45 percent; among modestly complex societies (one 

or two levels of authority above the local village), it was 30 percent; and among 

the most complex (three or more levels above the local) it dropped to 15 percent. 

Food stress (famine) and lengthy postpartum sexual taboos were also associ-

ated with a higher incidence of cannibalism, particularly among the more com-

plex societies. Among simple societies, some food stress increased the rate of 

cannibalism slightly (from 44 to 49 percent); ample food decreased it noticeably 

(to 18 percent). In contrast, in simple societies, the presence of a lengthy post-

partum sexual taboo had no significant impact (incidence increased from 44 to 

47 percent). Among societies with jural levels above the local village, 23 percent 

had cannibal practices; in the smaller sample of such societies with food stress 

the rate was 30 percent, and in the even smaller sample with lengthy postpartum 

sexual taboo, it was 47 percent.

The frequency of cannibal practices in simple and complex cultures: San-

day’s statistical analysis of contributing factors did not shed any light on the 

differences between Volhard and Sanday regarding North America, but it did 

suggest a possible reason for the findings in both of an exceptionally low inci-

dence of cannibal practices in Eurasia compared with that in other continents: 

the earlier development of large, complex societies on the Eurasian continent 

resulted in an incidence of simple societies (for the period and sources covered 

by Volhard and Sanday) much lower than that for other continents. Sanday does 

not identify the 109 cultures included in her survey, nor does she give cross tabu-

lations of factors by region. It was possible, however, to check the complexity of 

cultures by region in Murdock and White’s original cross-cultural sample of 186 

cultures—and to review the quality of the sample itself with respect to coverage 

of continents.
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Table 5.3 shows four Murdock and White measures of cultures by continent:

Col. 2. The number of cultures described and coded in their original Ethno-

graphic Atlas.

Col. 3. The Murdock and White estimate by continent of all “adequately 

described” cultures in the world, some 200 of which were not yet in the 

Atlas.

Col. 4. The number of “independent clusters” of cultures in the Atlas, which 

could be considered distinct from one another for the purpose of cross-

cultural comparison.

Col. 5. Murdock’s estimate of the total number of independent clusters that 

would appear if all adequately described cultures had been included.

Out of Murdock and White’s estimate of 433 independent cultures (col. 5), 

129 or one-third are in Eurasia; and of the 186 cultures in the Standard Cross-

cultural Sample, 62 or one-third are in Eurasia. Of these, 30 (one-half) are state-

less or have only one jural level above the local. In contrast, for the world as a 

whole, the share of cultures with no or one jural levels above the local is 69 per-

cent: it is 61 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa, 77 percent in Oceania, 88 percent in 

Central and South America, and 91 percent in North America.

Thus, the distribution of simple and complex cultures by continent appears 

explain part of the exceptionally low rate of cannibalism in Eurasia in both Vol-

hard and Sanday—but it does not account for all or even most of the difference 

between that region and others. For example, in Sub-Saharan Africa, where sim-

pler cultures represent just over 60 percent of Sanday’s sample, nearly half of 

the sample have cannibal practices, but in Eurasia, where nearly 50 percent of 

the cultures are stateless or have minimal states, only 6 percent of the sampled 

cultures had such practices. (See Table 5.1.)

Although it was not possible to check directly for a relevant bias in the 109 

cultures in Sanday’s subset of the cross-cultural sample which had adequate evi-

dence to judge the presence or absence of cannibal practices, the distribution 

of cultures by region and the overall incidence of cultures that were stateless or 

had minimal political organization (68 percent) were both close to those in the 

larger, 186-society sample (Table 5.3, compare columns 7 and 8 with columns 

10 and 12).

In a final effort to clarify the source of the low incidence for Eurasia in both 

Sanday and Volhard, I checked the specific cultures included in the Murdock and 

White sample. I was stunned to find that except for some very small, outlying 

groups (in Europe, the Lapps, the Irish Celts, and the Basques), the Murdock 

and White 186-society sample includes for Europe only one society (Rome); and 

for the entire span from Western Russia to the East coast of China one modern 
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Russian village and one modern Chinese village. Most of the 62 cultures in the 

“Eurasia” regional sample are found in North Africa, the Middle East, and South 

Asia. The stress on these areas is undoubtedly appropriate for some sampling 

purposes; and the paucity of historical and prehistorical cultural samplings from 

Europe, Russia, and China, alone, does not account for the lower than usual rate 

of cannibal practices among the simpler cultures of this large region. Perhaps the 

best explanation for the low incidence of ritual cannibalism in Eurasia is that the 

customs of the simpler societies in this vast region may have been influenced by 

the proximity and frequent intrusions of more complex societies, which must 

have been far more extensive and frequent than was the case for simple societies 

in the Americas, Oceania, and Sub-Saharan Africa.

In the case of North America, the full Murdock and White cross-cultural sam-

ple shows this region to have the highest proportion of simple cultures of any 

continent. This only heightens the perplexing contrast between Volhard’s finding 

of few North American cultures with cannibal practices and Sanday’s finding 

that 50 percent of the cultures sampled had such practices. Moreover, the low 

overall numbers of distinct cannibal “cultures” or “tribes” identified in the Vol-

hard study cannot be reconciled with the numbers of cultures by continent listed 

in Murdock’s World Ethnographic Atlas (see Table  5.3, cols. 1 and 3). Clearly, 

there were discrepancies in what Volhard, on the one hand, and Murdock and 

White, on the other, counted as a tribe or culture—and such definitional issues 

could affect even broad, general inferences about the global, historical incidence 

of cannibalism.

Reconciliation of the Volhard and Sanday findings for North America: In 

order to identify the sources of the sampling differences between Volhard and 

Sanday, I reviewed a number of checklists of tribes, cultures, and languages pre-

pared by anthropologists who specialize in cultural geography. Initially, I  had 

hoped to place the tribes listed in Volhard in the context of a universal list of all 

tribes, so as to derive estimates of cannibal practices by region to compare with 

those of Sanday. I found, however, that no existing checklist was sufficiently com-

prehensive in scope, time period, and detail to permit complete identification of 

the tribes listed by Volhard. Moreover, various experts disagreed on the degree 

of difference in language or custom that merited a distinction between one tribe 

and another.

Given these formidable obstacles to reconciling Volhard and Sanday globally, 

I decided to look more closely at the North American subset of the Volhard and 

Sanday studies. The purpose of this excursion was to determine the source of 

the statistical gap for this region; to illustrate the methodological problems that 

are bound to arise in any comprehensive cross-cultural study of a widespread, 

long-lived cultural practice; and to obtain a better sense of whether cannibalism 
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in a region occupied mainly by simple societies may have occurred in as many 

as half of all cultures, as suggested by Sanday’s results, or was rare and exotic, as 

suggested by Volhard’s findings for North America.

My foray into North American Indian ethnography and linguistics, whose 

results are presented in Table 5.4, met these goals satisfactorily. The brief answer 

to the Volhard-Sanday discrepancy is that Volhard counted as single tribes all of 

the tribes that spoke either of two languages, Iroquois and Dakota, and either 

of two groups of languages, Athapaskan and Algonquian; and each of these 

four clusters represents hundreds of tribes, as tribes counted in the Human 

Relations Area Files. If we count all the tribes which use a language or language 

group used by any tribe with a cannibal practice—shown in Table 5‑4 in parts 

1, 2, and 3—then well over half of all distinctly named and located, indepen-

dent tribes in North America may have had cannibal practices. More specifi-

cally, in terms of Sanday’s sample, of the 31 North American tribes in Murdock 

and White’s cross cultural sample (an unspecified 23 of which were coded for 

the presence or absence of cannibalism by Sanday), 8 match specific cases iden-

tified by Volhard (Table 5.4, part 1); another 4 concern tribes located in the 

same region and with the same language as a tribe cited by Volhard (Table 5.4, 

part 2); and a further 4 involve tribes with the same language as a tribe with 

cannibalism and located in a region for which Volhard has other reports of 

cannibalism (Table 5.4, part 3). These 16 cases make up over half of Murdock 

and White’s original 31-tribe sample for North America. (For good measure, 

another six tribes in the sample belong to tribes with the same language fam-

ily as tribes with cannibal reports in Volhard, and appear in regions for which 

there are cannibal reports for other language families.) In other words, the 

comparatively small number of North American tribes identified by Volhard 

as having reported cannibal practices involves several very large aggregates 

of tribes; and when the counting system is rebased to the tribal level which 

Volhard uses elsewhere (and which Murdock and White use everywhere), the 

result is an incidence of cannibalism among simple cultures similar to that on 

other continents: about 50 percent.

An independent review of the situation in North America is provided in 

Kannibalismus bei den nordamerikanischen Indianern und Eskimo (Cannibalism 

among the North American Indians and Eskimos), a review of evidence of can-

nibal practices among native North Americans conducted by German anthro-

pologist Herman Schöppl von Sonnwalden (1992), specifically in response to the 

Arens’ allegation that there are no firsthand witness reports of cannibal customs 

anywhere. Schöppl von Sonnwalden reviews the claims of cannibalism by lan-

guage group, citing original sources to distinguish between some areas where 

there are credible eyewitness reports, and others where the evidence appears to 
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be nothing more than sensationalistic hearsay. He sums up his conclusions in a 

passage worth citing in full (p 91, Forsberg translation):

Cannibalism among North American Indians and Eskimos did not 

assume the extensive form which it took in, for example, Melanesia, Cen-

tral and West Africa, or Central and South America; generally speaking, 

it was not practiced. It did, however, occur in a region that stretched 

from Labrador across the eastern woodlands, through Florida and to the 

Gulf of Mexico. [This huge region is represented in Volhard by just two 

tribes, which are actually language groups encompassing a large fraction 

of North America: Algonquian and Iroquois. RF] Then, with an inter-

ruption for the non-cannibal areas, across Northeast New Mexico into 

Central America and the Caribbean. A second small area included parts 

of the Northwest Pacific Coast. Among the Eskimos, there was a tra-

dition of eating dead relatives and tribe members in cases of extreme 

hunger. The eating of dead tribe members was nowhere practiced with 

the exception of the Pacific Northwest Coast. (In any case, as practiced 

by the Kwakiutl, it did not involve “patrophagie”—killing one’s seniors to 

eat them—but rather the use of mummified corpses for ritual purposes.)

Schöppl von Sonnwalden supplements Volhard’s sources with another 125 

sources available (in the original or in translation) in English or German. After 

reviewing these, Schöppl von Sonnwalden comes to conclusions that match 

extremely closely both Volhard’s original account of incidence by language group 

and Sanday’s account of incidence by subgroup or tribe (as identified by me from 

within the larger White and Murdock sample).

While this does not fully account for the Volhard-Sanday differences in counts 

for North America compared with those for other regions, it increases confidence 

in the main conclusions suggested by both scholars:

First, ritual or customary cannibalism has been far more frequent in simple 

societies than in societies with complex, multilevel political organization.

Second, taking into account a sampling bias (simple cultures in the regions 

of Europe, Russia, and China lie so far back in prehistory that they are missing 

from the sample), we can assume that the high incidence of cannibal practices in 

the Third World and the low incidence in Eurasia are products of the length of 

time that certain societies in each region have had complex political systems with 

widespread cultural influence.

Third, given the extraordinarily good convergence between Volhard and San-

day (after North America is reconciled)—two fully independent studies—it is 

reasonable to conclude that the incidence of ritual or customary cannibalism 

among simple societies is likely to have been as high as 50 percent or more.
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5.3 � The Purposes and Forms of Cannibalism
Several authors who survey cannibalism in various cultures offer schematic rep-

resentations of its purposes and forms. It is useful to start with that provided by 

Volhard, who divided cannibal practices into four main forms:

•	 Profane cannibalism (treating human flesh as food, whether by preference 

to other food or as a means of preventing starvation)

•	 Legal or punishment cannibalism

•	 Magical cannibalism

•	 Ritual cannibalism, including:

	 Worship of gods

	 Mortuary (death and burial) rituals Ancestor preservation

	 Celebration of victory in war

	 Puberty rites

	 Fertility rites4

In Cannibals! (1994), a book for the general public, Hans Askenasy makes a 

useful distinction among various forms of what Volhard calls “profane” cannibal-

ism and what others call “food” or “gastronomic” cannibalism. Askenasy divides 

the eating of flesh as food into five subcategories, each with a slightly different 

connotation from the others. First, he treats starvation cannibalism (cannibalism 

by necessity) as a special case of food cannibalism. Then he distinguishes among 

cases of starvation cannibalism according to the cause of the starvation:

1.	 Natural famines

2.	 Man-made famines, such as the siege of a city in wartime

3.	 Travel accidents that leave people stranded in remote locations, such as at 

sea, while traversing mountains, or in plane accidents

He then adds to these forms of starvation cannibalism two forms of “food 

cannibalism”:

4.	 Cannibalism among sadists and the mad

5.	 Cannibalism by tribes which chose human flesh by preference over other 

available food.

My review of cases of cannibalism among sadists and the mad suggests that 

the causation here is probably much closer to that in cases of ritual or custom-

ary cannibalism than to that in food cannibalism: generally, the cannibal actions 

sadists and the mentally ill are driven by a construction of feelings and motives in 

which the ingestion of part of another human does not serve as food, but has an 

important symbolic role. There also appears to be a special related subcategory 
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for a few butchers who seem otherwise completely sane but who secretly killed 

people on a regular basis during times of famine or near famine in order to 

process their flesh into meat for sale, from which they made a profit. This kind 

of behavior is sociopathic: deadly violence which seems to involve little if any 

insanity except in the utter lack of conscience and guilt. (In some cases of human 

butchery, however, the butchers killed themselves before they could be brought 

to trial, indicating their expectation and fear of unbearable shame.)

Eli Sagan, who does not cite Volhard or the large body of German and French 

literature on cannibalism, offers an independent yet largely overlapping scheme 

of categorization.5 The examples of cannibalism on which Sagan draws, all taken 

from English-language publications, include anthropological ethnographies, 

popular books, and the accounts of travelers. Since many of Sagan’s sources are 

the same as those of Volhard, it is not surprising that Sagan’s list of ritual forms 

of cannibalism overlaps to some extent with that of Volhard. Both discuss funeral 

customs, rites to aid fertility, and rites to mark great occasions. Sagan adds to 

Volhard’s list several other special purposes which are probably more typical of 

rituals of human sacrifice with a cannibal component than of cannibal rituals 

more narrowly defined: the passing on the powers of the king, and rites to expiate 

sin, to enhance the general welfare, or to insure success in warfare.

A war-related category not listed prominently by either Volhard or Sagan but 

extremely common in ethnographic descriptions of exocannibalism is the con-

sumption of the blood, or heart, and/or in some cases others parts of enemies 

slain in battle and of war captives tortured and killed after the return to the 

victor’s village.6 The foremost objective seems to have been to deprive the oppo-

nent’s tribe of the soul stuff or courage or fighting strength of this warrior, and 

to transfer one or more of those qualities to one’s own tribe. The consumption of 

enemies was also intended to convey disrespect of the enemy tribe and demoral-

ize them.

Not surprisingly, the main objective of endocannibalism, particularly in tribes 

which practiced both, was often a mirror image of the purpose of exocannibal-

ism: the goal was to retain the soul stuff, courage, strength, and fertility in the 

tribe, for the good of the group. In other cases, such as the South American Waari 

(which practiced both endo- and exocannibalism), described by Conklin (1995), 

the purpose of endocannibal customs was to insure the successful passage of the 

dead into the afterworld, to make sure that the soul did not linger in some kind of 

limbo, and in some cases, to make sure that the soul would proceed to a place or 

state from which a cycle of reincarnation would later be completed, with the indi-

vidual’s returning either in another human body or else in a prescribed animal 

intermediary form. In the case of the Waari, being buried, rather than consumed 

by relatives, was expected to result in the soul getting stuck in the mucky ground 
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forever and not being able to participate in an unending cycle of reincarnation. 

For this reason, in the 1950s, after Europeans insisted that the Waari abandon 

cannibalism and bury their dead, the last person to be consumed after death 

(secretly) was an old woman who on her deathbed begged her relatives to do her 

a favor and violate the ban so that she would not be lost forever.

The two main purposes and forms of customary cannibalism in China—which 

was a complex rather than simple society by the time of the first reports—are 

substantially different from those most common elsewhere, though not entirely 

unrelated. First, there are many reported cases in which emperors and warlords 

used cannibalism as form of punishment for treason, disloyalty, or opposition. 

In some cases the victims were tortured, killed, and then eaten as a form of dis-

respect worse than death. In other cases, punishment involved the victims being 

forced to consume parts of their own bodies or of the bodies of relatives (children 

or parents).

Second, the offering of flesh to an ill parent or a superior was recognized 

as an expression of filial piety or loyalty. In the most frequent example of this 

form of cannibalism, children cut a piece of flesh out of their thigh or arm, and 

turned it into broth in an effort to save the life of a parent suffering from a 

life-threatening illness. There is also substantial evidence of medicinal forms of 

cannibalism—that is, the use of powdered, dried, or otherwise reduced forms of 

human body parts in medical prescriptions—in 18th and 19th century Europe 

and North America.7 In the conclusion of the only major study on cannibalism 

in China, Chong (1990) provides a useful statistical summary of the specific, his-

torically documented cases of cannibalism which the book describes. It is quite 

remarkable (the more so because apparently not noticed by Chong) that out of 

653 documented cases of cannibalism for reasons of filial piety, only six involve 

the cutting out of flesh by males; all of the others involve younger, subordinate 

females making the precious donation (see Table 5.5).

TABLE 5.5  Chong’s analysis of reported incidents of cannibalism in China by 
purpose and form

A.  The causes of cannibalism in China

SOURCE W/F W/H N/D P/H LOYALTY F/P TASTE OTHERS

Tso Chuan 2 4
Chan Kuo Ts’e 1 2
Lieh Tzu
Chuang Tzu 2
Han Fei Tzu 3
Kuo Yü 1
Meng Tzu 1 1

(Continued)



SOURCE W/F W/H N/D P/H LOYALTY F/P TASTE OTHERS

Hsün Tzu 1
Li Chi 1
Shih Chi 6 11 2
Han Shu 11 1 13
Hou Han Shu 15 11
San Juo Chih 4 3
Chin Shu 16 1 13 2
Wei Shu 6 1 1
Nan Shih 12 3 3
Pei Shih 3 3
Pei Ch’i Shu 2
Sung Shu 1 1
Liang Shu 5 2 2
Ch’en Shu 1
Sui Shu 2 3 3
H/W/T/S 10 4
C/W/T/S 3 1 1
Chin Shi 3
Liao Shi 1
Yüan Shih 5 1 27
Sung Shih 4 4 14 20 1
Ming Shih 5 22 17 1
C/S/K 3 15 58
T/P/Y/L 14 12 19 2 1 2 7
T/S/C/C 653
T/F/Y/K 21 17 25 1 10 16 3
Total 153 74 176 8 11 780 10 7

Table key:

w/f: war-related famine	 H/W/T/S: Hsin Wu Tai Shih

w/h: war-related hatred	 C/W/T/S: Chiu Wu Tai Shih

n/d: natural disaster	 C/S/K: Ch’ing Shih Kao

p/h/: peace time hatred	 T/P/Y/L: T’ai P’ing Yü Lan

f/p: filial piety	 T/S/C/C: Tu Shu Chi Ch’eng

T/F/Y/K: s’e Fu Yüan Kuei

TABLE 5.5  Continued

TABLE 5.5  Chong’s analysis of reported incidents of cannibalism in China by 
purpose and form

B.  The conditions related to learned cannibalism

R/O DL/FL DL/ML D/M D/F S/M S/F W/H GD/GM YS/OB YB/OB

ku (thigh) 68 305 75 73 3 1 14 2 541
pi (arm) 5 25 9 3 1 5 1 49
kan (liver) 1 23 6 4 34
ju (breast) 1 1 2
jou (flesh) 8 3 1 1 13
hsüeh (blood) 3 1 4
hsiung (chest) 1 2 3
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R/O DL/FL DL/ML D/M D/F S/M S/F W/H GD/GM YS/OB YB/OB

chih (finger) 1 1 3
lei (rib) 1 1
nao (brain) 1 1
hsi (knee) 1 1
fei (lung) 1 1
Total 74 368 98 84 3 2 19 3 1 653

Table key:

r/o: relations above and organs below	 s/m: sons/mothers

dl/fl: daughters-in-law/fathers-in-law	 s/f: sons/fathers

dl/m/: daughters-in-law/mothers-in-law	 w/h: wives/husbands

d/m: daughters/mothers	 gd/gm: granddaughters/grandmothers

d/f: daughters/fathers	 ys/ob: younger sisters/older brothers

yb/ob: younger brothers/older brothers

5.4 � Morality and Affect in Customary 
Cannibalism

The reason that cannibalism, human sacrifice, and slavery represent such appro-

priate and important parallels to war is that in these cases, just as in the case 

of war, a destructive practice is sanctioned and enabled by a powerful sense of 

moral righteousness, which outweighs less powerful senses of moral wrongdo-

ing, repugnance, horror, shame, and sadness.

Given the complex mixes of moral belief and affect associated with each prac-

tice, and the differences in those mixes among different individuals, we should 

expect the process of identifying and characterizing the feelings involved to be 

difficult. This is all the more true because inherent in the social sanction is having 

been taught that one will be respected and applauded for doing a given action, 

and condemned and despised for failing to do it. The feelings of the practitioner 

about the expected social punishments or rewards thus become intertwined with 

feelings about the action itself in a manner that is hard to extricate. The sense 

of doing something wrong and of being hurt by doing it, or feelings of sadness 

for the victim or remorse for the act—feelings which I hypothesize exist in most 

people—are likely to be concealed and repressed beneath an emotional barrier 

created by the social acceptability of and requirement for the action, and the 

moral reasoning by which it is justified. This means that we are likely to find 

evidence of a sense of wrongdoing and hurt in indirect forms of expression more 

than in explicit, verbal statements.

In the case of ritual and customary cannibalism, there are a variety of ways 

in which repugnance and revulsion are associated with the actions in differ-

ent cultures. Among the Kwakiutl of British Columbia, a designated cannibal 

goes through a series of ritual processes which result in small bits of flesh being 
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consumed whole and then vomited up and rigorously accounted for. In this case 

and many others, the designated consumer becomes contaminated and must 

undergo cleansing rituals which last for weeks, months, or even a year. During 

the period of purification various forms of separation are required: for example, 

the cannibal may be forbidden to speak to or live with his family, and sexual 

activities are forbidden. In some societies, where many people are expected to 

partake of small symbolic bits of flesh, it is recognized that some of the less hardy 

individuals will secretly spit theirs out. In other cases, rites of passage in puberty 

are required to harden the individual sufficiently to be able to consume flesh.

In cases of endocannibalism where large parts of the body are consumed by 

relatives, it is common that the deceased will not have the funeral ritual until all 

of the appropriate relatives have gathered, which can take one or two days. The 

degree of decomposition of the body then makes the consumption of flesh par-

ticularly difficult, even after it is cooked. The test of love for the deceased is how 

much of the flesh the relations manage to consume rather than cremate. In some 

cultures only blood relatives consume the dead, while in others only in-laws do 

so: in either case, the task is a duty (not a pleasure) in which the consumers are 

supported (though not aided) by the nonconsumers.

The Chinese forms of cannibalism reflect parallel feelings about exo- and 

endocannibalism: Used as a punishment, the important qualities of cannibalism 

were that because it violated the dignity and integrity of a person, it was revolting 

and it showed disrespect. Used as an expression of filial piety, the important qual-

ity was that of self-sacrifice—such a great sacrifice that only the lowest person on 

the family totem pole was expected to make it.

5.5 � The Demise of Customary Cannibalism
My hypotheses about the about the causes and variability of socially sanctioned 

group violence do not pertain narrowly to any single case: that is, the implica-

tions for the abolition of war of the rise and demise of ritual or customary canni-

balism, discussed in this chapter, do not differ substantially from the implications 

for war of the rise and demise of the practices discussed in Chapter 4. It may be 

useful, nonetheless, to pause here and consider the more general points briefly in 

light of the material on cannibalism.

Customary cannibalism adds an important case to the universe of socially sanc-

tioned forms of group violence. It is an important case in part because any form 

of cannibalism is so alien to the modern mind and in part because the practice 

seems to have been relatively common among simple societies—quite possibly 

more common than war has been in recent centuries among complex societies.
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As a form of socially sanctioned group violence, what features does cannibal-

ism have in common with war which might help us understand the tenacious 

roots of war and the possibility of its abolition? The key features are that, like war, 

customary or ritual cannibalism was relatively widespread; was institutionalized 

as a socially sanctioned routine in which various members of society played well 

defined roles; involved forms of behavior which, in the abstract, were perceived 

as abhorrent and hateful; and was undertaken in spite of its abhorrent aspects 

because it was believed to be extremely important to the survival or thriving of 

society.

Finally, the practice and subsequent demise of cannibalism is relevant to the 

potential abolition of war because, as is likely to be the case for war, cannibalism 

involved justifying reasons which were embedded in a larger cultural framework 

and which became irrelevant or invalid when key features of the culture changed. 

As the main form of socially sanctioned violence in simple societies, cannibalism 

addressed the most serious issues in the world view of hunter-gatherers: death 

and rebirth, immortality, and soul stuff as a finite resource whose retention, revi-

talization, possession, or loss was all-important to the survival of the group.

When economic structure, scale, and political organization changed from 

hunter-gatherer, roving and small, and simple to agricultural, settled and large, 

and complex, the central preoccupations of the group changed from soul stuff, 

reincarnation, and the roles of the hunter and the hunted, to crops and herds; and 

the means to survival changed from holding together body and soul, maximizing 

soul stuff, and keeping up courage, fighting strength and fertility to having good 

weather and fertile soil. This externalization of the means of survival, combined 

with the growth of the social unit, led to the decline of cannibalism as a means 

of surviving and thriving, and the rise of pantheons of gods, who controlled 

weather and disease, and who, like humans, had to be fed to be happy. Thus can-

nibalism, like human sacrifice, was a justifiable evil which was centrally associ-

ated with survival in the societies in which it was practiced.
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6.1 � Introduction
The thesis that moral beliefs change with changes in the practice of socially sanc-

tioned violence has ramifications not only for the feasibility of the abolition of 

war, but also for theories of morality, human nature, and society more generally. 

This chapter explores some of those ramifications. The purpose is not so much 

to try to make a case for a particular view of the larger issues as to illuminate the 

thesis itself. For if the larger views which are implied by the thesis and tend to 

support it do not seem plausible, that would cast doubt on the thesis.

The material is organized in three main sections. Section  6.2 explores the 

relationship between the perceived utility of certain forms of violence and the 

degree of complexity of the cultures in which they are practiced. I  argue that 

sanctioned forms of violence are associated with particular problems in a given 

form of social organization; and that the moral beliefs which justify given forms 

of socially sanctioned violence concern not merely the actual or perceived utility 

of the practice as a means to certain ends, but the perceived significance of the 

ends themselves. The social goals that are perceived as vital in a given culture are 

always embedded in a world view which gives those goals value and meaning. 

World views, in turn, are both product and a determinant of the forms of politi-

cal, social, and economic organization.1

Section 6.3 presents an hypothesis about cultural evolution which explains 

the rise and potential demise of war and other forms of socially sanctioned large-

group violence as a function of priorities among human needs. The hypothesis 

6

SANCTIONED VIOLENCE, MORALITY, 
AND CULTURAL EVOLUTION
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is that, given limited life expectancy in simple hunter-gatherer societies, people 

accepted a coercive, hierarchical form of social organization which, by increasing 

the food supply, fostered population growth and longevity at the price of a reduc-

tion in individual dignity and autonomy and an increase in human-on-human 

violence; but once a certain degree of physical security had been achieved, pri-

orities switched back to favoring egalitarian forms of social organization which 

foster dignity, autonomy, and peace, as well as physical security. This model helps 

reconcile the intuitively plausible but conflicting propositions that beliefs about 

acceptable forms of violence vary with culture and that there exists a universal 

moral objection to deliberate violence by some people against others. In addi-

tion, by underscoring that recognition of the dignity and autonomy of the indi-

vidual is the main issue addressed by democratic forms of social organization, it 

supports the thesis that the spread of democratic institutions is likely to lead to 

the abolition of war.

Finally, in Section 6.4, I conclude with a brief discussion of the prospects for 

the abolition of all forms of socially sanctioned violence.

6.2 � The Pattern of Successive Forms of  
Socially Sanctioned Violence

Two quite different issues are posed by the historical sequence of successive forms 

of socially sanctioned violence, each highly correlated with a particular stage (or 

stages) in the emergence of increasingly large societies with increasingly complex 

forms of political and economic organization. The first issue concerns particu-

lars: Why did specific forms of socially sanctioned violence arise in many dif-

ferent places and times independently, in the context of specific forms of social 

organization (which themselves arose in different places and times indepen-

dently)? The second issue is more general: The historical pattern of successive 

forms of institutionalized violence suggests even if war ends, socially sanctioned, 

institutionalized violence will never end; only the form will change. This infer-

ence is discussed in Section 6.4.

The Forms of Social Organization and the Forms  
of Sanctioned Violence

One interpretation of the most widely practiced forms of socially sanctioned 

violence and violation, which developed independently in various parts of the 

world, is that they arose at points of vulnerability typical of the forms of social 
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organization in which they arose—that is, around threats which a given form of 

organization did not protect against, or around the potential for self-interested 

human exploitation associated with mechanisms that provided a social benefit.

Ritual cannibalism: The frequency of ritual cannibalism among simple soci-

eties, and its rarity among more complex societies, is, I believe, related to the 

greater intensity of fears about “death and the regeneration of life” among simple 

societies, combined with the focus among such societies on food-gathering and 

eating as the predominate necessity and the most structured activity of life.2 In 

the great majority of cases, the purpose of rituals involving the ingestion of sym-

bolic body parts of a deceased person, whether a relative who is mourned or a 

stranger who is feared, is to control the impact of the death on both the dead and 

the living.

Ritual cannibalism differs from most forms of socially sanctioned violence in 

that the action need not involve violence toward a living being (although lethal 

violence is part of the ritual in most cases of exocannibalism): the traumatic 

event is, instead, the violation of the body (and, implicitly, the individual) inherent 

in treating the flesh of the deceased like food. The violation of human dignity 

entailed in such a process is underscored if we contrast ritual cannibal practices 

with modern medical practices in which the body parts of some individuals (the 

blood and some organs) are “consumed” by others in the form of blood trans-

fusions and organ transplants. These procedures, which involve the same body 

parts that are involved in cannibal rituals, do not appear to the modern mind as 

“cannibal” practices for one reason: the “consumption” of organs is not through 

the mouth and alimentary tract, like food, but through surgical means long asso-

ciated with healing and wholeness.

In the simple societies with cannibal rituals, as much as the practitioners may 

have been loathe to ingest some part of a dead human body, the act had a sym-

bolic meaning which transcended its physical nature. In embracing the fearful, 

conquering it by making it intimately familiar, the practitioners inflicted as much 

violation and degradation on themselves as on their victims. By making them-

selves one with the victim, they eliminated or blurred the most terrifying aspect 

of death: the disappearance of the living into the unknown.

Later, as the scale and complexity of social organization grew, death must 

have become a less traumatic feature of life. Unlike the death of an individual 

in a group of 25 persons, the death of an individual in a society of many thou-

sands or millions would affect those who knew the deceased but not the society 

as a whole. With growth in the scale, complexity, and anonymity of society, the 

shadow of death must have shrunk and, by comparison, much more energy must 

have been given to the trials and tribulations of life in a complex society. Once 
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this happened, ritual cannibalism would no longer be needed as part of the rou-

tine of daily life as a means of vitiating the terror of death: the split between the 

personal and the public imposed by the large scale of social organization would 

have already eliminated death’s worst threat, which in simple societies would be 

the shrinking of the group below the scale of viability.

Religious human sacrifice: Human sacrifice as a form of socially sanctioned 

violence is extremely rare among simple societies, which do not have anthropo-

morphic “gods” that would require or receive sacrifices. (In place of gods, the 

spiritual concepts and origin myths of simple societies are generally organized 

around spirits that are immanent in the natural world, that is, in certain animals 

or plants, in the sky, the wind, the sun and moon, the earth, and so on. These 

spirits have great power, but they tend not to be omnipotent anthropomorphic 

beings like the later gods.)

Among the early agrarian states which created the first cities, built monumen-

tal architecture, and had pantheons of gods who controlled the vicissitudes of 

life, human sacrifice was universal. In most cases, the purpose of religious human 

sacrifice was to ensure the fertility of the land and the bounty of the crops, or 

to seek relief from a plague, drought, or other calamitous natural condition. We 

can infer from this correlation that the critical vulnerability of agrarian society 

was the susceptibility of farming to fail badly and cause devastating famines in 

times of bad weather; and the susceptibility of concentrations of population to 

decimating diseases. Since the weather and plagues were believed to be inflicted 

or controlled by the gods, trying to keep the gods happy with gifts and sacrifices 

of society’s most valued possessions was the best that could be done to ward off 

these dangers. Like ritual cannibalism, human sacrifice was perceived as a neces-

sary evil; but in a mirror-image reversal of the cannibal practitioners’ violation of 

themselves by embracing their worst nightmares, the victim of religious human 

sacrifice was endowed with godlike qualities, as was required for communication 

between man and god. In virtually every culture, the very act of being sacrificed 

made the victim a god. In addition, in many cultures, the individual being pre-

pared for sacrifice was treated as having already become godlike, or as the most 

revered person in the community.

Slavery, war, and burial sacrifice: The spiritual or religious transforming 

quality of human sacrifice and ritual cannibal practices, and the limited degree 

of violence in each distinguish those practices from the coinciding and later 

continuing practices of slavery and war, which involved massive violence and 

violation, and which did not involve any transforming symbolic meaning which 

bound victim and perpetrator together in a shared experience. The same can be 

said of the burial sacrifices of the wives, concubines, servants, soldiers, and other 
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retainers of very highly placed individuals, though on a smaller scale.3 Slavery 

and war were first institutionalized as large-scale, routinized instrumental means 

to social ends at about the same time that human sacrifice was introduced; and 

like human sacrifice, slavery and war both arose in places where the mobile sub-

sistence economy had given way to fixed habitats, agriculture, the accumulation 

of wealth, a high degree of differentiation in the specialization of labor, and an 

extremely hierarchical form of social organization, with a king-god at the top, in 

some cases, and a mass of slaves at the bottom.

On the one hand, war and preparations for war must have been established as 

a means of defending territory and wealth from marauding bandits. Indeed, the 

hierarchical power structure of the early state, and, in particular, the extreme con-

centration of power in the hands of a divinely invested king, must have arisen at 

least in part specifically as a means of giving farmers an effective defense against 

thieves. On the other hand, the war-based conquests involved in the creation of 

virtually all of the early states suggests that the benefits of protection and econo-

mies of scale were only part of the motivation for the early state formation: it is 

likely that the rest of the motivation lay in the desire for wealth and power among 

the chief warriors and rulers. Similarly, the establishment of large-scale institu-

tionalized slavery cannot be explained away as an essentially defensive reaction 

to a pressing social vulnerability: on the contrary, the creation of institutional-

ized slavery must have been a direct and immediate perversion of the concept of 

the accumulation of wealth, in which human beings became an owned form of 

wealth and human slave labor a means to wealth.

Of the three practices introduced at the time of the earliest states, human 

sacrifice ended the soonest, at least as a socially sanctioned practice. Slavery (or 

serfdom) and war, however, continued into modern times as means of secur-

ing and protecting wealth. Only when an individual-centered view of the world, 

according equal dignity and worth to every human being, made slavery and serf-

dom appalling did the legal institutions perpetuating them end.

In the case of war, many observers have argued that the nature of wealth and 

power have changed so much during the 20th century that territorially based 

warfare is increasingly irrelevant to obtaining or protecting either one.4 Modern 

societies and their great wealth are vulnerable to many forms of destruction and 

disruption; but their complexity, vulnerability, vast lines of communication, and 

global economic interdependence make them difficult if not impossible to seize 

and exploit militarily. Slowly but steadily, the means of coercion and exploitation 

by some people over others have shifted from military to economic, contributing 

to the growing sense that apart from defense and humanitarian intervention, war 

is neither an effective means nor an appropriate means to any ends.
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6.3 � Directed Cultural Evolution and Priorities 
Among Human Needs

The ultimate question about war is, Why war? Why would human beings invent 

such an awful practice, and, having experienced its horrors, repeat it over and 

over again for thousands of years? This question is reciprocal to the main subject 

of this essay: Having invented and practiced war, how might we end it? Address-

ing these questions, this section suggests that the rise and potential demise of 

war can be understood as part of a larger pattern of cultural evolution directed 

toward meeting a range of basic human needs.5

Costs and Benefits of the Shift from Small Hunter-gatherer 
Groups to Large Warring States6

Some of the hunter-gatherer cultures that have survived into modern times have 

practices which resemble war in some respects: two groups prepare for an armed 

confrontation; they identify each other in denigrating terms, often referring to 

each other as subhuman or nonhuman; they engage in an armed confrontation; 

and they retreat. Most such practices, however, have other features that make 

them unlike war: the participants do not kill or injure one another; the confron-

tation consists mainly of displays of ferocity and shouting; and the confronta-

tion ends as soon as any injury has occurred on either side (if it has not already 

ended).

The simplest hunter-gatherer bands are mobile groups typically comprising 

15–25 individuals, making up several families or an extended family. They have 

no domesticated animals or horticulture; they carry everything they own when 

they abandon their base camp after the food in an area is depleted; and they have 

few personal possessions. This means that they do not own the wealth or other 

natural resources, such as land, that are typically the object of war. Warlike rituals 

and, in some cases, raids by one group against another have three main purposes, 

none of which requires the mass killing or control of territory that are the defin-

ing features of war: first, distancing and frightening the unknown “other” (that is, 

the group living nearest at hand); second, acquiring soul stuff; and third, winning 

renown and prestige for the display of courage in a dangerous situation. Warfare 

by a group with a growing population, aimed at seizing a certain area by system-

atically killing or driving off those who are currently using it, is not unknown; 

but this true warfare generally does not occur until a culture has domesticated 

plants or animals and grown to comprise more than one local band (in which 

case, it may be called a tribe, or, if it is still larger and more complex, a chiefdom).
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War was not institutionalized in the form we know until the development of 

early agricultural societies, in which people began to store food surpluses against 

future times of need, and thereby created wealth which others could steal. Later, 

as agrarian societies became larger and more complex, with large cities, special-

ization of labor, and the accumulation of wealth in the form of manufactured 

goods, the object of war turned from merely seizing food to seizing nonperish-

able forms of wealth, and, finally, seizing and incorporating into an existing pol-

ity the land and the people that generate the surplus wealth.

The correlation between the development of warfare as a social institution  

and the rise of large, complex societies capable of accumulating great wealth sug-

gests the following hypothesis about the direction of cultural evolution: Econo-

mies which generated food surpluses and, through the specialized labor permitted  

by these surpluses, nonperishable forms of wealth must have offered some ben-

efit to the mass of individuals at the bottom of their hierarchical structures—a 

benefit that was worth the loss of autonomy and the increase in sanctioned and 

nonsanctioned violence which they experienced. Because the price was steep, and 

because throughout the world population size and longevity have increased as a 

function of the growing complexity of society, it is reasonable to assume that the 

benefit was increased life expectancy for oneself, one’s spouse, and one’s children. 

This interpretation leans toward the “population push” view of the rise of com-

plex societies because it suggests that the desire for better survival conditions for 

more people lay behind the development of new forms of technology and social 

organization, which increased per capita productivity.7

One argument against this thesis is that the hunter-gatherer societies that sur-

vived into modern times generally gather enough food to meet the group’s needs 

in a few hours of work per person per week, leaving the remaining time for leisure 

activities. Life in these groups seems to have been healthy, happy, diverse, and 

fulfilling (at least until the introduction of previously unknown diseases by for-

eigners), suggesting that people may have been both materially and emotionally 

better off in hunter-gatherer groups than in later complex societies.

I speculate, however, that the hunter-gatherer groups which survived into 

modern times did so because they represented particularly successful adaptations 

to their ecological environments. In other cases, the gradual early expansion of 

the populations in one region or another must have pushed offshoot groups into 

borderline ecological environments—for example, where it was cold, or where 

water was in short supply, or seasonal changes made the food supply unreli-

able, or disease was rampant. Such conditions would have made the hunting and 

gathering lifestyle much more stressful, with frequent hunger, malnutrition, or 

starvation, and low life expectancy. In those cases, the opportunity to secure a 
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more predictable, less stressful, and longer life, with higher rates of survival into 

child-bearing years, would have been greatly desired.

There is substantial archaeological evidence to support the hypothesis that 

the desire to improve life expectancy was the motive for the development of agri-

culture and of large, complex societies. This evidence is reflected in the estimates 

of world population size and regional longevity shown in Table 6‑1. Although 

all figures for population size before the last century, shown in part A, are tenta-

tive (and more speculative the further back they go), anthropologists, archaeolo-

gists, and demographers generally agree about the patterns of regional increase or 

decrease and the orders of magnitude involved. The estimates of longevity in the 

Eastern Mediterranean region from 30,000 BC to the present, shown in Table 6‑1, 

part B, are based on the scientific analysis of skeletons excavated from areas where 

people of all ages were buried. For most of the sample years shown, 100 or more 

skeletons of each sex were available. Table 6.1, part C, gives life expectancies for 

European countries with comprehensive and carefully assessed written docu-

ments. The Mediterranean and European estimates are not directly comparable, 

because the Mediterranean data represent average age at death for those who had 

reached 15 (the beginning of child-bearing years), whereas the European esti-

mates represent life expectancy at birth. If the Mediterranean data were rebased 

to life expectancy at birth, the longevity ages would fall by 5–10 years. 

TABLE 6.1  Comparative historical estimates of world population size (in millions)  
and life expectancy, 40,000 BC to 1850 AD

BC AD

40,000 35,000 7000 5000 1500 650 1 120 600 1000 1400 1500 1650 1750 1850

A. � World population 0.5 >5 >10 50 296 312 487 791 1262
of which

China 80 65 125 200 430

India-Pakistan 75 75 110 190 233

Mid-East & N. Africa 50 35 35 45 60

Other Africa 22 30 45 96 96

Other Asia 15 20 25 46 64

Europe 35 35 65 125 208

Central & S. America 10 35 45 15 38

USSR 7 10 15 42 76

Japan 1 6 20 30 31

N. America 1 2 2 2 26

(Continued)
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Taken together, the estimates in Table 6.1 show the following overall relation-

ship between stages of economic and social organization, on the one hand, and 

changes in population size and longevity, on the other. The first modern humans 

are estimated to have reached a population size of up to 5 million relatively early 

in the history of hunter-gatherers (35,000 years ago) and to have taken the next 

30,000 years to double, reaching at most 10 million by the time of the introduc-

tion of agriculture. Life for the early homo sapiens sapiens must have been hard, 

since only half of all children survived to 15, and half of the remaining popula-

tion was dead by about the age of 30. Disease and death in childbirth were impor-

tant causes of early death. Until the medical advances of the last century, these 

factors kept life expectancy from rising higher than 50. Other factors which must 

have contributed to the low life expectancy among prehistoric hunter-gatherers 

BC AD

40,000 35,000 7000 5000 1500 650 1 120 600 1000 1400 1500 1650 1750 1850

B.  Eastern Mediterranean adult longevity (life expectancy among those 15+ only
Male 33 34 34 39 45 40 36 38 40

Female 23 30 29 32 36 35 31 31 37

C. European Life Expectancy at Birth
Elites
British Peers Male 30 45 55

Female 33 46 63
Geneva bourgeoisie Male 31 43 55

Female 37 48 60
National Populations
Sweden Male 34 45

Female 37 48

France Male 39
Female 42

Britain Male 42
Female 44

Netherlands Male 39
Female 42

Sources:

Part A: For 1750 and 1850, J Durand, “The Modern Expansion of World Population” (repr from Proc of the Ameri-
can Philosophical Society, June 1967), in Charles B Nam, ed., Population and Society: A Textbook of Readings, Bos-
ton: Houghton Mifflin, 1968. For AD 1, 1000, and 1500, J Durand, “Historical Estimates of World Population: An 
Evaluation,” Population and Development Review Vol 3, No 3, 1977, cited in Boserup (1981). For 40,000, 35,000, 
7,000 and 5,000 BC, Jean Noel Biraben, “Essai sur !’evolution du nombre des hommes,” in Herve Le Bras, ed., 
Population, Paris: Hachette, 1985, pp 56–68 (drawing on Durand 1967).

Part B: J Lawrence Angel, “Paleoecology, Paleodemography and Health,” in Steven Polgar, ed., Population, Ecology, 
and Social Evolution, The Hague: Mouton (US distributor Aldine).

Part C: O V Glass, “Introduction,” in Population in History: Essays in Historical Demography, O V Glass and O E C 
Eversley, eds., Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co., 1965.

TABLE 6.1  Continued
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were malnutrition, which lowered resistance to disease, starvation, wild animals 

(including poisonous snakes), severe weather, and accidents.

Though conditions may have been harsh, it is generally agreed that the low 

rate of overall population growth was due to relatively low birth rates as well as 

high death rates. Long breast-feeding led to “child spacing” (intervals between 

pregnancies of 2–3  years), which was supplemented by abortion (induced in 

part by carrying infants while gathering food) and infanticide. In areas where 

survival was somewhat easier and the population did grow, population growth 

led to migration and dispersal, as new groups of 15–25 individuals broke off and 

moved further afield.

Increased local population density leading to innovations that would increase 

the productivity of a given area did occur in some places, but only gradually. This 

led to the earliest forms of horticulture, animal husbandry, and coastal harvest-

ing of fish and shellfish; and it was associated with the development of semised-

entary groups of bands (tribes or chiefdoms).8

After the earliest settlements based on agriculture appeared in 7000–8000 BC, 

the world’s population grew by a factor of 5 in 2000 years, from 10 million to 

50 million (in absolute terms, 10 times the growth that occurred over the previ-

ous 30,000 years). During the early flowering of agriculture between 5000 BC and 

1AD, in the Middle East (including Egypt), the Indian subcontinent, and China, 

there was another fivefold increase in the world’s population, from 50 million to 

over 250 million.

During the same period (between 5000 BC and 600 BC), the quality of life for 

the average person in the Eastern Mediterranean improved so radically that life 

expectancy rose from 34 and 29 for men and women, respectively, to 45 and 36. 

Subsequently, however, this area suffered from overpopulation, urban crowding, 

lack of new conquered farm labor, a decline in nutrition, and rampant malaria 

and other diseases. In the first centuries AD, both the size of the population and 

life expectancy declined throughout the Eastern Mediterranean, from Rome to 

Carthage. Similarly, the Chinese population, which was the largest and the most 

dense in the world in 1AD, suffered from disease, drought, and war, and declined 

over the period to 1000 AD. Over the same period, the emergence of the early 

agricultural city states of Central and South America brought substantial growth 

to the population there, which continued to grow until the 16th—17th centuries, 

when it was decimated by diseases introduced by Europeans.

In Europe, growth of industry and intensification of agriculture after the 

Renaissance led to a new spurt of population growth and, more important, a 

steady rise in life expectancy for the growing population. This is particularly clear 

in estimates for British peers and for the bourgeoisie of Geneva (for both of which 

unusually detailed and reliable figures are available), which show a remarkably 
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close match in average life expectancies over the period from 1650 to 1850: both 

sets start in the low 30s, move by 1750 to the mid 40s, and by 1850 reach the high 

50s. (Again, these figures are shifted down by 5–10 years compared with those for 

the Eastern Mediterranean because they include child mortality.) Sweden shows 

the same trend for its entire national population, but lagged by 100 years; for 

France, Britain, and the Netherlands, gains in life expectancy for the population 

as a whole lag about 150 years behind those of the upper class. The differences 

for all of these populations horizontally across time and vertically across classes 

are largely attributable to reliable (lifelong) access to food in sufficient quantity 

and with sufficient diversity to meet essential nutritional needs. The important 

issue in modern Europe was not so much early death by starvation (although 

that did occur periodically throughout Europe), but weakened resistance to life-

threatening diseases and injuries.

In sum, the introduction of large, hierarchically organized complex societies, 

in which a small minority of city-based rulers, priests, warriors, craftsmen, and 

servants were supported by a large majority of agricultural workers in the sur-

rounding countryside, did create enough food to support both an increase in 

world population of between one and two orders of magnitude (from 10–50 mil-

lion at the start to 300–800 million between 1 AD and 1750 AD), and an increase 

in average life expectancy at birth of 10–15 years, from the low to mid 20s to the 

high 30s. Within the boundaries of this general increase in quantity and quality of 

human life, there was, however, no steady growth trend in any part of the world. 

Instead, there were wide swings, in some cases enormous swings, in population 

size, and wide swings in life expectancy at different times in different regions, 

as a function of the decline and collapse of the system of agricultural intensi-

fication, due to pandemics, war, soil exhaustion, or political collapse. Not until 

the industrial revolution in the 18th century did steady, substantially unbroken 

growth in both population size and life expectancy take hold in virtually all parts 

of the world. (Even now, setbacks can occur, as in the recent substantial decline 

in life expectancy in Russia, due to a combination of inadequate nutrition and 

the virtual collapse of the medical system.)

I have reviewed the evidence on population size and longevity at some length 

in order to underscore what I  hypothesize was a powerful motivation for the 

mass of ordinary people at the bottom of the heap to put up with the violence, 

indignity, and inequity of hierarchically structured agricultural and feudal soci-

eties and empires, instead of returning to (or remaining with) the simpler but 

more peaceful, dignified, and egalitarian lifestyle of the hunter-gatherers. This 

motivation was to have a better chance at surviving and, on average, a better qual-

ity of life physically. It is likely that during periods of social collapse, as well as 

during plagues and famines, the quality of life and life expectancy in hierarchical 
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societies were at least as bad as and sometimes worse than those of hunter- 

gatherers. But on the whole, this was not the case. In addition, the more cosmo-

politan and diverse context of life in a large society would have been appealing 

even for those with very few resources. Markets, holidays, church services, and 

ceremonies would have all provided occasions for interaction with the larger 

society which replaced the small, insular groups of hunter-gatherers.

A Symmetrical Transition from Warring States to  
a Nonwarring International System

My thesis about what may have originally made war acceptable as an institution 

has a corollary about what may make it unacceptable in the foreseeable future. 

The modern period has seen a transition very nearly opposite to the transition 

from small hunter-gatherer group to large agricultural societies, in two impor-

tant respects. First, over the last two centuries, in parallel with an unprecedented 

growth in world population size and extension of life expectancy, there has been 

the first fundamental change in social and political organization since the shift 

from “acephalous” hunter-gatherer bands to hierarchical city states. The modern 

change, embodied in democratic institutions, has been toward asserting egalitar-

ian values and establishing ways to increase the opportunity for the average person 

to influence decisions made on behalf of the entire society. The common thread in 

the political, social, and economic changes of the modern period is the rise in the 

perceived dignity and worth of the individual, at the expense of the hierarchically 

structured world order of earlier times and, in particular, at the expense of the top 

ranks in that order. This has led to a devolution and dispersal of political power 

from the center to the periphery, reflected both in the establishment of popularly 

elected representative government within nation-states, and in the dismantling of 

colonial empires (and attitudes) among nation-states.

Second, the rise in the dignity and worth of the individual and the leveling 

of power, in turn, have been associated with a change in the role of violence in 

society. Hierarchically structured polities have always been maintained through 

threats of the use of force by the ruling elites. The authority of the top ruler, 

which was generally very broad, was largely arbitrary: it was based not on merit 

or popular selection, but on the arbitrary factors of inheritance backed up by 

wealth, with which the ruler purchased superior armed force to enforce his rule. 

An usurper with more powerful armed forces was generally recognized as the 

legitimate ruler as soon as he had demolished the fighting forces of his predeces-

sor. This was not because people approved of armed takeover, but because the 

position of ruler was itself treated as a somewhat unpleasant necessity: some-

one has to do it, otherwise there will be anarchy and everyone will lose. The use 
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of violence as a means to power was, thus, routinely practiced, recognized, and 

accepted.

The rise of an individual-centered view of the world has been associated with 

(and, I believe, caused) a declining tolerance for violence in general, and, specifi-

cally, the replacement of violence with verbal persuasion as the means of main-

taining or changing a government and its policies.

Implicit in this interpretation of political and cultural developments over the 

past several centuries is a view of predominant individual priorities that deter-

mine the direction of cultural evolution. In contrast to the early change in social 

organization that introduced war—a change in which individuals sacrificed the 

autonomy, dignity, and nonviolence of hunter-gatherer groups for the physical 

security and longevity offered by large agrarian states—the focus of contempo-

rary social organization has been to move beyond mere physical security in ways 

that reestablish the long-lost conditions of autonomy, dignity, and nonviolence.

Of course, these values are altered by the differences between the modern 

world and the small hunter-gatherer band or tribe. In small, self-sufficient bands, 

each individual’s autonomy and dignity and the group’s tendency to nonvio-

lence were practiced in a community in which each individual was well known 

(and probably related) to every other, and the welfare of each was of immediate 

concern to the others. In modern society, the situation is very nearly the reverse: 

the autonomy, dignity, and nonviolence of each individual and of society as a 

whole exist within a framework in which people live at close quarters (in cit-

ies and towns) with innumerable strangers, and where the supporting roles of 

the community and the extended family are often modest. This difference in 

context gives the qualities of autonomy and dignity a different meaning. Earlier, 

the granting of autonomy and respect for the dignity of others were based on 

familiarity and love. Today, in towns where most people walk past or interact 

with scores or hundreds of strangers on a daily basis, recognizing the dignity 

and autonomy of others requires that each individual learn to apply the qualities 

of justice, fairness, tolerance, and reciprocity. Crime-ridden inner-city locales, 

the drug subculture, and the tendency of teenagers to rely on peers instead of 

parents for socialization all undermine this crucial learning process, producing 

uneven results.

In sum, in trying to account for the existence of destructive institutions, such 

as war and slavery, and to reconcile these institutions with our everyday sense 

of human nature, it is reasonable to infer that at a certain stage, people gave a 

higher priority to physical security and longevity than to autonomy, dignity, and 

nonviolence; but that once a certain degree of security and life length had been 

achieved, the quality of life was accorded an equal or greater priority, with stress 

on the qualities of dignity, autonomy, and freedom from war.
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This view of the direction of cultural evolution in general, and of the causes of 

the rise and potential demise of war in particular, suggests that we should expect 

all forms of socially sanctioned, institutionalized violence, not just war, to end in 

the foreseeable future. Similarly, so long as present trends continue, new forms 

of socially sanctioned violence should not arise.9

The idea that the rekindling of egalitarian values and the creation of demo-

cratic institutions are likely to lead to the end of war has been challenged by 

scholars who point to the frequency with which democratic countries have been 

involved in war. It is, however, generally accepted that democracies tend not to go 

to war with each other; and this fact is central to the prospects for the spread of 

egalitarian values—specifically, the growth of respect for the dignity and worth 

of the individual—to lead to the end of war.

Since the American revolution, democratic nations have maintained a double 

standard regarding the use of force: they have supported the commitment to 

nonviolence which is central to an egalitarian political system at home, while 

continuing to play the old game of power politics abroad. This suggests that the 

spread of democracy has not fostered commitment to defensive nonviolence as 

a moral position on war, or else that this standard is not easily interpreted and 

applied in the international arena. The truth is, I believe, different and less dis-

couraging to the prospects for the abolition of war.

In conflicts with nondemocratic societies, the democracies have betrayed the 

standard of defensive nonviolence in a way they are unlikely to do in conflicts 

with other democracies. In conflicts with nondemocratic societies, the lead-

ers of democratic societies have assumed that they are always on the defensive, 

and that their opponents are always the aggressors. Of course, political leaders 

always advance self-serving interpretations of questionable behavior in inter-

national politics; but in this case, objective aspects of the domestic politics and 

military alliances of the “communist” countries have fostered this view. First, 

leaders and citizens in the democracies have assumed that governments that are 

oppressive at home will be prone to aggression abroad. Second, they have assumed 

that since nondemocratic governments do not represent the will of their own people, 

trouncing them in an international conflict will help liberate an oppressed people—

an action that can be interpreted as inherently defensive in nature. Third, during 

the bipolar era of the Cold War, political leaders in the democracies assumed 

that an overall policy of limiting the influence of the leading nondemocratic 

nation, the former Soviet Union, justified giving armed support to nondemo-

cratic but capitalist governments or factions in smaller countries. The ratio-

nale was that nondefensive action on the local level—taking the side of repressive, 

autocratic governments—was an acceptable tactical move in the global strategic 

conflict with the Soviet Union, in which the democracies were (in their own view) 
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on the defensive. Finally, democratic leaders assumed that governments which 

were undemocratic but capitalist were more likely to become democratic than those 

which were undemocratic and socialist.

From this set of a priori assumptions, democratic governments drew the con-

clusion that in any international or civil war, socialist governments and allies 

and clients of the former Soviet Union could reasonably be assumed to be the 

attackers and their opponents the defenders. For the large Western nations, par-

ticularly the United States, the effect of this blanket inference was to create a 

morally ambiguous public policy, in which the burden of decision on whether 

to use armed force in a given conflict rested on the old just war standard, while 

the public rhetoric justifying actual uses of armed force stressed the contempo-

rary standard of defensive nonviolence. The US debate on the Gulf War, held in 

Congress and in the press during the period between Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait 

(August 1990) and the US armed intervention to expel Iraqi troops (beginning 

in January 1991), provides an extraordinarily transparent view of the duality in 

Western grand strategy. In October 1990, President Bush floated the idea that 

the United States should use force to repel Iraq from Kuwait because an Iraqi 

stranglehold on Middle East oil would lead to economic setbacks in the United 

States and other Western nations, including a loss of jobs in the United States. This 

“just war” reasoning was not popular with the public, however: in opinion polls, 

the majority of people expressed the view that economic costs would not justify 

armed intervention. As a result, by December 1990, the Bush administration had 

switched to a entirely different reason for intervention, one that was consistent 

with commitment to defensive nonviolence and supported by a majority of the 

public: this was that to deter future cases of armed international aggression in 

the new and unstable post-Cold War world, the United States would have to take 

a principled stand against this early and blatant example. From the sequence of 

events, we can reasonably infer protecting national economic interests was the 

primary motive for the use of force on the part of the decisionmakers; but tak-

ing a principled stand against international aggression, not advancing economic 

interests, was the primary motive for public acceptance of the use of force. The 

moral ambiguity that was common during the Cold War is now gradually giving 

way to the greater moral consistency to be expected in conflicts among demo-

cratic societies.

When both sides in a conflict have democratic governments, neither has a 

ready excuse to assume that all aggressiveness lies on one side and all defen-

siveness on the other. Given the democratic character of the opposing govern-

ment, neither side’s leaders can justify war as fundamentally protective of the 

longer-term interests of the opponent’s people, or as essential to larger, longer-

term goals for global peace and democracy. In place of the traditional “us and 
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them” mentality, the spread of democratic institutions creates an assumption of 

shared values, including the ultimate goal of developing an international society 

in which commitment to defensive nonviolence is the rule. This assumption puts 

pressure on leaders on both sides in any conflict between democracies to identify 

nonviolent means of conflict resolution.

Over the course of the 20th century, uses of armed force beyond national 

borders have been increasingly (albeit slowly) confined to situations that can be 

considered defensive or humanitarian. But as the standard of democratic com-

mitment to nonviolence has become stronger, the governments of the democra-

cies have increasingly characterized ambiguous or self-interested uses of force as 

“defensive.” The effect has been to corrupt the concept and language of “defense.” 

The word “defense” has become a portmanteau for any military action; used as an 

adjective, it routinely replaces the more neutral word “military,” as in the phrase 

“defense budget.” Ironically, even the name Department of Defense, which was 

introduced in the United States at the close of World War II, replacing “Depart-

ment of War” which had served since the country’s founding, was introduced 

at the very moment that the United States was becoming a great power, whose 

armed forces were intended for use mainly overseas, not for the defense of US 

territory.

Despite the corruption of the language of defense, the stringency with which 

the criterion of defensiveness constrains the use of force is likely to increase in 

direct proportion to the worldwide spread of democratic values and institutions. 

The governments of democratic societies, where most people believe that the 

use of force should be limited to defense, will tend not to initiate aggression. 

The constraint will be particularly powerful in conflicts with other democra-

cies, where the populations on both sides will be extremely reluctant to support 

any government inclination to go to war. As democracy spreads and there are 

fewer conflicts whose treatment is amenable to the old just war standard, soci-

ety’s sense of the relevance and appropriateness of this standard in any conflict 

will disappear.

6.4 � The End of Socially Sanctioned  
Forms of Violence

In illustrating the tremendous variability in socially sanctioned forms of violence 

across time and culture, this essay documents successive forms of socially sanc-

tioned violence that stretch back for thousands of years, deep into prehistory. 

While appropriately conveying a sense that no particular form (such as war) is 

likely to be immutable, this list may also give the impression that for whatever 
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reason, human societies have always been prone to invent and conduct sanc-

tioned forms of group violence, and they are therefore likely to do so in future.

This argument is important not only in its general form, but also specifically 

in the context of the abolition of war, because for most people the idea that 

war cannot be abolished is probably only loosely and casually tied to particular 

obstacles to abolition. To the extent that this is so, references to “innate aggres-

siveness” or other obstacles are equivalent to a throwaway phrase, such as “the 

human propensity for war, whatever that might be.” In other words, for many 

people, the view that war cannot be abolished probably boils down to the fol-

lowing argument: “Since war or, if not war, some other form of group violence 

has been present throughout human history, sanctioned violence must not be 

susceptible to being abolished.”

This argument is based on an assumption contrary to modern thought: Since 

something has not happened in the past, it cannot happen in the future. Why 

would this contrary perspective be applied to war, when, in this century, people 

have done so many things which were previously not only undoable but virtually 

unthinkable, such as walk on the moon, or fly, or get a new heart?

There are, I believe, three aspects of war (and, in lurking behind war, other not 

yet identified future forms of socially sanctioned violence) which lend it a special 

aura of immutability: First, it is morally profoundly controversial, at once ter-

rible and just. To say that war could end would mean to acknowledge or embrace 

the notion that war is (at least potentially) no longer controversial, no longer just, 

only terrible. People do not believe that war can end because they believe that 

some wars are just: this means that they do not wholeheartedly want for it to end.

Second, war is haphazard. From time to time, regularities appear in the inci-

dence of war, the conditions under which war breaks out, or the parties to war. 

But to the specialist as well as the lay person, war remains unpredictable. How can 

we expect an activity that is sporadic and unpredictable to end?

Third, war has long served as the apotheosis of human ills, as illustrated in the 

phrase “the scourge of war.” For many people, the image suggested by the idea of 

ending war is probably something like creating a heaven on earth, a paradise in 

which there is no violence or iniquity and all people can live productive, happy, 

healthy lives. This is, of course, not the case. Ending war would not end any of 

life’s other mass woes: disease, poverty, starvation, malnutrition, illiteracy, greed, 

crime, unequal distribution of wealth, population explosion, environmental 

destruction, corruption, betrayal, and so on.

To make the idea of ending war conceivable, “war” must be extricated from 

its larger-than-life symbolic meaning and scaled back to its ordinary, nasty self. 

The fact that societies stop a particular practice of death and destruction that 

has been historically sanctioned would not mean that the individual human 
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beings who make up societies will have become more altruistic, generous, truth-

ful, rational, or farseeing; it would mean only that societies had abandoned one 

more barbarous custom, along with the others abolished earlier.

This discussion constitutes part of my response to the view that because some 

form of socially sanctioned violence has always been with us, some form always 

will be: specifically, I suggest that the claim itself, which entails no particular evi-

dence or argument, represents nothing more than an amalgam of the various 

sources of resistance to thinking through the meaning and conditions of abolition.

In addition, however, there is a direct response to the concern about unending 

socially sanctioned violence. The reason that we can expect to find that all forms 

of socially sanctioned group violence are ending is suggested by my characteriza-

tion of modern social organization as an effort to retrieve the autonomy, dignity, 

and freedom from violence that were put on the back burner, so to speak, during 

humanity’s long quest for physical security and longevity. If this characterization 

is correct, this effort is likely to produce a general rejection of all forms of socially 

sanctioned violence as no longer justifiable or tolerable.
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Appendix: The Debate on the Existence of Cannibalism

In 1979 a heated debate in the field of anthropology on the existence of cannibal-

ism was sparked by the publication of The Man-Eating Myth: Anthropology and 

Anthropophagy by William Arens, an anthropologist at the State University of 

New York at Stoneybrook. Before turning to Arens’ claims and the responses of 

his critics, I give some general background on the nature and sources of schol-

arly studies of cannibalism, and other bodies of literature on the topic. There is 

far more nonfiction material on the topic than is generally known, and the idea 

of cannibalism is far more pervasive than we realize as a metaphor, a fear, and a 

reality among nonhuman fauna. When considering whether many cultures once 

had rituals involving the ingestion of human body parts, it is useful to have a 

sense of the larger universe of sources and references which surrounds the alleged 

practice.1

Scholarly Studies of Cannibalism
Anthropology, archaeology, history, and historical documents contain the main 

body of literature on cannibalism, and virtually all of the literature on socially 

sanctioned ritual or customary cannibalism. Histories record both starvation 

cannibalism and customary or ritual cannibalism. Archaeological studies may 

occasionally refer to recovered hieroglyphics or other ancient written or picto-

rial representations of customary or ritual cannibal acts; but they are more likely 

to involve the study of fossilized bones left from starvation or food cannibalism 

than the interpretation of material pertaining to customary or ritual cannibalism.

This social scientific literature involves five large and distinct subsets:

1.	 Reports of starvation cannibalism and customary cannibalism in the 

official and unofficial histories of various Chinese dynasties going back 

to the second millennium BC [discussed in Chong, Cannibalism in China 

(1990)].2

2.	 Western historical reports of cannibal practices, from Herodotus 

to Marco Polo. [Surveys of the oldest written Western sources on 

cannibalism are given in Peter-Rocher (1994) and Tannahill (1975).]
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3.	 Post-Columbian reports by travelers, explorers, missionaries, 

settlers, colonial governors, and the first amateur and professional 

anthropologists on cannibal practices among previously unknown  

simple cultures in Africa, North and South America, Southeast Asia,  

and Oceania. These start with the first reports from Columbus’ trips and 

continue through the first half of the twentieth century. One typical and 

widely cited example (which I scanned in a nineteenth-century French 

translation of the original Spanish), written in 1568, is an 850-page diary, 

The True Story of the Conquest of New Spain, reconstructed from notes 

by Hernando Díaz del Castillo, who accompanied Hernando Cortes on 

several long trips to Cuba, Central America, and South America between 

1514 and 1547 (1877).

4.	 More carefully compiled ethnographies dating from the late 

nineteenth century to the present, generally prepared by professional 

anthropologists, describing and explaining the meaning of cannibal 

practices among little-known cultures, along with cross-cultural 

anthropological studies based on such ethnographies. An excellent recent 

example of an ethnographic study of cannibalism is that by Beth Conklin: 

“ ‘Thus Are Our Bodies, Thus Was Our Custom’: Mortuary Cannibalism 

in an Amazonian Society” (1995). An excellent cross-cultural analysis of 

exocannibal practices associated with war is given in The Comparative 

Ethnology of South American Indians, Volume V of the classic five-volume 

Handbook of South American Indians (Steward 1946–1959), in a chapter 

entitled “Warfare, cannibalism, and human trophies” by Alfred Metraux, 

the world’s foremost expert on warfare among South American indian 

tribes. Two other fine cross-cultural studies, which look at both endo- 

and exocannibalism in many parts of the world, are Peggy Reeves Sanday, 

Divine Hunger (1986) and Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry, Death and 

the Regeneration of Life (1982).

5.	 Archaeological studies of human bones revealing signs of the 

consumption of flesh as food by other humans. Such studies have become 

scientifically complex over the past 20 years, with growing reliance on 

the study of bone breakage and cutmarks with electron microscopes and 

on radioisotopic dating. One outstanding example is Timothy D. White’s 

Prehistoric Cannibalism at Mancos SM TUMR-2346 (1992), a natural-

scientific study of the skeletal remains of 29 individuals at a single pueblo 

site in Colorado, dating from around 1100 AD—a study conducted, 

photographed, and written up as a model for rigorous assessment of 

archaeological evidence of cannibalism, and endorsed by reviewers as 

excellent for this purpose.
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In addition to these kinds and contexts of thought and observation relating 

to cannibalism, there are related journalistic variants, prepared mainly for public 

entertainment and amusement. Works by Bernheim and Marriner are moderately 

sensationalistic books of this kind. These books and others like them typically 

recount a selection of stories drawn from the other kinds of sources described 

above. In some cases, such books may involve extensive research among primary 

sources (such as missionaries’ letters and reports) and secondary sources; and they 

may document instances of cannibalism not previously mentioned in the profes-

sional anthropological literature. Bernheim, for example, provides a detailed and 

well-documented review of cannibalism associated with famine in all parts of the 

world (Bernheim 1992, “Part II. Chronique de l’extrême faim,” pp 123–239). Pop-

ular nonfiction books on cannibalism and human sacrifice by Hogg (1966), Tan-

nahill (1975), and Tierney (1989) are all carefully researched and documented, and 

all three are cited as sources in subsequent works by professional anthropologists.

Among cultural anthropologists, there are noticeable differences in the 

national bodies of literature on cannibalism published over the past 50 years. Ger-

man scholars, more than others, have conducted semiquantitative cross-cultural 

studies oriented to producing social-scientific generalizations. See, for example, 

Frank (1987), Wendt (1989), Volhard (1939), Peter-Rocher (1994), and Men-

ninger (1995). French studies, more than others, tend to stress the psychologi-

cal and social-psychological sources, meanings, and implications of customary 

cannibalism. See, for example, Erikson (1986), Pilette (a French Canadian, 1990, 

1993), Siran (1989), Thomas (1980), Detienne (1979), Halm-Tisserant (1993), 

and Hubert and Mauss (1964). English-, Spanish-, and Portuguese-language 

anthropologists tend to eschew cross-cultural generalizations as well as psycho-

logical interpretations, and to focus instead on the particular ethnographic con-

text of cannibal customs: that is, the ritual perceived within the larger framework 

meaning, importance, action, and need in a given culture. They also tend to look 

for signs of reaction in the practices of primitive tribes to encounters with the 

explorers, missionaries, colonialists, and slave traders with whom they were inter-

acting when their practices were being observed and recorded. Good examples of 

this form of cultural anthropology are the collected articles in The Anthropology 

of Cannibalism, edited by Paula Brown and Donald Tuzin (1983), and in Warfare, 

Culture, and Environment, edited by R. Brian Ferguson (1984a). Finally, there are 

ethnologies and anthropological studies of specific cultures which devote con-

siderable attention to cannibalism. Good examples are those by Abler and Logan 

(1988), Albert (1988), Balée (1984), Basso (1990), Castro (1992), Clastres (1974), 

Combès (1992), Dole (1974), Eves (1995), Goldman (1981), Halm-Tisserant  

(1993), Hassig (1988), MacCormack (1983), McGee (1983), Molet (1956), Saignes 

(1985), Walens (1981), Whiffen (1915), White (1993).
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Given the contentious nature of the subject of cannibalism, it is unfortunate 

that there seems to have been relatively little cross-referencing and mutual fer-

tilization among what we might call the French, German, and Anglo-American-

Spanish traditions of study on the subject. Specifically, there has been no attempt 

to synthesize the results of quantitatively oriented, global studies of the phe-

nomenon of cannibalism with the rich, psychologically and ethnographically 

oriented material derived from the careful study of specific cultures. This appears 

to be a result of linguistic limitations as well as intellectual orientation: Many 

scholars reference only works in English or French, or in English or German; 

some reference only works that appear (in the original or in translation) in their 

own language.3

Other Bodies of Literature about Cannibalism
Allusions to cannibalism appear frequently in disparate contexts. Along with 

reproduction, eating is the foremost activity required for the survival of the spe-

cies; and the earliest form of eating, breast-feeding, combines the positive experi-

ences of comfort, security, love, and probably sexual arousal with that of satiating 

hunger through food produced by the body of another person. Moreover, the 

aphorism “eat or be eaten” expresses the primary relationships between humans 

and other species and between flora and fauna generally (McNeill 1980). Thus, it 

is not surprising that eating and the fear of being eaten are pervasive metaphors 

for many aspects of human existence.

Psychology: In the realm of psychology, cannibalism arises as a metaphor 

derived from—or an actual extension into adult life of—the ambivalent infantile 

impulse toward “oral incorporation.” This is the postulated desire of the infant 

not merely to nurse at the mother’s breast, but to consume, that is, to physi-

cally incorporate and possess, the source of food, physical comfort, security, and 

love, that is, the breast of the mother. Freud’s important work, Three Essays on 

Sexuality, originally published in 1905 and revised in several subsequent edi-

tions through 1925 (Complete Works, Vol. VII, pp 130–243), includes an essay on 

“Infantile Sexuality,” in which Freud identifies the oral and anal loci of the earliest 

sexual sensations. About the oral he says (p 198):

We shall give the name of “pregenital” to organizations of sexual life in 

which the genital zones have not yet taken over the predominant part. 

We have hitherto identified two such organizations. . . .

The first of these is the oral or, as it might be called, cannibalistic 

pregenital sexual organization. Here sexual activity has not yet been 
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separated from the ingestion of food; nor are opposite currents within 

the activity differentiated. The object of both activities is the same; the 

sexual aim consists in the incorporation of the object—the prototype 

of a process which, in the form of identification, is later to play such as 

important psychological part. A relic of this constructed phase of orga-

nization . . . may be seen in thumb-sucking, in which the sexual activity, 

detached from the nutritive activity, has substituted for the extraneous 

object one situated in the subject’s own body.

Like the ritual practices of cannibalism discussed later, the impulse toward 

oral incorporation combines two opposing impulses: loving a person or object—

to the point of wanting to integrate that object into oneself; and being prepared 

to destroy the person or object for the sake of one’s own needs or desires. For 

infants, the hostile aspect of the desire to incorporate may be associated with 

frustration that food does not appear promptly on demand, or with the fear that 

when it does appear, it will never suffice.

A substantial body of literature at the boundary between psychology and 

anthropology explores several sets of relationships relevant to the role of innate 

oral-cannibalistic impulses: first, relationships among oedipal, incestuous, and 

oral-cannibalistic impulses;4 second, the relationship between impulses to oral 

incorporation and destruction on the one hand, and the development of the ego 

and the sense of identity on the other;5 and third, relationships between these 

impulses and their expression in various aspects of culture, including myths, 

literature, and alleged ritual and customary practices involving cannibalism.6

Fairy tales, myths, and literature: Around the world, myths and children’s 

stories are replete with tales of the cannibal consumption of children by par-

ents or of human beings by gods or monsters.7 Hansel and Gretel, Jack and the 

Beanstalk, and Little Red Riding Hood are the most well known fairy tales in 

which the main element of suspense and drama is the child’s fear of being eaten. 

In all three cases, the child lacks ordinary adult protection: Hansel and Gretel are 

lost; Jack has no father and is off seeking to help support his mother; and Little 

Red Riding Hood has been sent on an errand through what might be expected 

to be dangerous woods. In all three cases, the child is at risk of being eaten by a 

less-than-human adult (an old crone, a giant, a wolf).

It is remarkable that in these and other fairy tales, the danger posed to children 

by villains—goblins, trolls, giants, witches, crones, and wolves—is not a plausible 

horror, such as being kidnapped, enslaved, sexually abused, beaten, or killed, but 

the implausible horror of being eaten. The underlying fear for which this is a 

metaphor is probably the fear of the loss of identity and control entailed in all 

of the more plausible horrors. However, the combination of the implausible fear 
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of being eaten by a less-than-human adult and the absence of protective parents 

suggests the worst of all possible dangers: in time of need, parents, far from being 

protective, will abandon the child and save themselves by performing the mon-

strous act of killing and eating their own children.

There is a chilling truth which lies behind this nightmarish terror. Histories of 

famines suggest that eating children is generally the first form of starvation can-

nibalism, and, thus, the most frequent form. At the same time recognizing that 

(according to psychoanalytic theory) fears are generally paired with wishes, we 

can also interpret the child’s fear of being eaten as an inverted expression of the 

infantile desire not merely to nurse, but to gobble up the breast of the mother.

Several Greek myths involve cannibal acts in which children are eaten by par-

ents or other older relatives (see, for example, Arfouilloux 1993; Halm-Tisserant 

1993). The original creator-father, Chronos, eats his children, swallowing them 

whole before they can murder him to get at his throne. Because in Greek mythol-

ogy “father-son antagonism is essentially that of eater and eaten,” the genealogi-

cal origin of the Greek gods is “a succession of devouring fathers and castrating 

sons that ends only with Zeus, who takes rather drastic precautions against filial 

rebellion,” (swallowing his own wife, Metis, so that he can possess her cunning 

and not be dethroned in turn by the sons he and she might produce) (Kilgour 

1990, p 14). Other mythic cannibal events which recur as prominent themes in 

Greek culture are the consumption of Dionysus by the Titans, an act incorpo-

rated in religious rituals by worshipers of Dionysus; and Tereus’ unwitting con-

sumption of his own child, served to him by his wife which is echoed in the 

Oedipus tragedy (Detienne 1979).

In Homer’s Odyssey, Odysseus, a Zeus-like King, is in danger of being eaten 

by Polyphemos, the cyclops, who symbolizes chaos; but Odysseus avoids that 

risk through quick, clever action. Ovid’s later Metamorphoses revolves around 

the same mythic acts of murder and cannibalism in Latin garb (for an extended 

analysis of both cases, see Kilgour 1990, pp 20–45).

Ancient written records: In addition to ancient Greek literature and art, 

ancient records from other parts of the world refer to cannibal threats or acts. 

The Old Testament alludes to starvation cannibalism as a form of punishment 

inflicted on parents by God. In Leviticus and in Deuteronomy, God tells Moses 

and Moses tells the Israelites that if they fail to keep God’s commandments, they 

will be besieged and reduced to eating their own children: “The Lord shall bring 

a nation against you from afar, from the ends of the earth, swooping down like 

a vulture. . . . They shall besiege you . . . so that you shall have to eat your own 

offspring, the flesh of the sons and daughters whom the Lord your God has given 

you in the stress of the siege.”8 Later, during a famine, a woman admits having 

killed and eaten her son (Kings II, 6:24–29), an act that is subsequently mourned 



Appendix         153

in Lamentations (2:20) “See, o Lord, and behold; to whom else hast thou done 

thus: Whether it be women devouring their own offspring, their petted children; 

Or priest and prophet slain in the sanctuary of the Lord?” and (4:10) “Tender-

hearted women with their own hands have cooked their children; They became 

their food, at the downfall of the daughter of my people.”

This sequence of Old Testament references is discussed by Lasine (1991), who 

points out (p 30) that “Parental cannibalism is also mentioned in several Assyrian 

treaties, as well as in Mesopotamian texts as old as the Curse of the Agade (lines 

237–238 and Atrahasis (Neo-Assyrian version 2.6.35–37, 48–50). Although not 

all scholars agree that the curses in Deuteronomy 28 are modeled on Assyrian 

treaties, it is probable that readers of Deuteronomy would have taken the refer-

ences to parental cannibalism as a conventional way of epitomizing the devastat-

ing results of treaty violation, whether or not the book’s author had intended to 

emulate Assyrian practice.”

In China the earliest reported reference to cannibalism, cited by Chong (1990, 

p 47), involves Chou Wang, a Yin ruler whose reign ended in 1122 BC. According 

to the ancient historian Han Fei Tzu, Chou Wang punished three officials who 

rebuked him for cannibalism and cruelty by cooking, preserving, and eating their 

flesh. The first reported case of starvation cannibalism in China occurred during 

a wartime siege of the capital of Sung in May 594 BC. As Chong describes the 

incident (p 45), “When the city ran out of provisions, the people sent one of their 

agents, Hua Yuan, under cover of night into the enemy camp. The agent told the 

general of the Ch’u army, ‘My master has sent me to inform you of our distress. 

In the city, we are exchanging our children and eating them and splitting up their 

bones for fuel.’ Soon afterwards, peace was declared.” Chong comments that the 

event “is described in many Chinese classics with the words i tzu erh shih (people 

exchanging one another’s children for food)” (p 45) and he cites five primary 

historical sources.

In ancient India and Egypt—the other parts of the world for which there are 

documents dating to 1000 BC—cannibalism appears as a metaphor in creation 

myths and related religious practices. For example, in the Rig Veda, which dates 

from the second millennium BC, the earliest the gods, who were children of the 

primeval man Prajapati, sacrificed Prajapati to himself to create the universe 

(Flesh and Blood: A History of the Cannibal Complex, Tannahill, pp 22–23):

From his body he made the animals
	 of air and wood and village. . . .
Thence were born horses,
	 and all beings with two rows of teeth.
Thence were born cattle,
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	 and thence goats and sheep. . . ,
From his navel came the air,
	 from his head there came the sky
from his feet the earth, the four quarters from his ear,
	 thus they fashioned the worlds. . . 9

While this creation story was not explicitly a cannibal event, the language 

suggests images of body parts being consumed and transformed. Similarly, 

as the ancient Egyptian myth of the murder, dismemberment, and dispersed 

burial of Osiris by his brother Set, followed by the reassembling and resurrec-

tion of Osiris through the efforts of his wife Isis, is echoed in an indirect form of 

cannibal sacrifice in which the flesh, bones, and blood of sacrificed individuals 

are scattered over the fields so that the gods who control the earth and heavens 

can “swallow up” the sacrificial victim and, in exchange, make the fields fertile 

(Tannahill, pp 20–21).

Religious practices: Religious practices that involve the sacrifice of an animal 

often include consumption of parts of the animal by priests; and many com-

parative studies of the origin and meaning of religious sacrifice include discus-

sion of certain associated cannibal practices.10 In Aztec human sacrifices, priests 

extracted (but did not eat) the heart and the blood pumping through the heart 

as the principal offering to the gods, and then pushed the body down the pyra-

mid steps to those who had captured the victim, who cooked and ate the arms 

and legs (Davies 1981). As discussed later, cannibal rituals in simpler societies, 

rather than being an adjunct to human sacrifice to gods, tended to be the central 

religious or spiritual ritual, for which the killing of captives was, in some cases, 

an integral part.

The Christian ritual of the “Eucharist” offers a contemporary parallel to early 

religious forms of sacrifice and cannibalism. In this case, the consumption of bread 

and wine, representing the body and blood of Jesus, is conducted in remembrance 

of, and to benefit from, the sacrifice of his life, which was made to expiate the sins 

of humanity. This symbolism resembles that of non-Christian religious practices, 

in which the consumption (or dispersal throughout fields) of some part of a sac-

rificed human or animal by priests on behalf of the community, or by members 

of the community, creates a line of communication that permits or persuades the 

gods to endow human beings with benefits, such as a good crop or fertility, or, in 

a later era, grace, forgiveness, and redemption.

The parallel between the Christian ritual of communion and early forms of 

human sacrifice and cannibalism are discussed less in the theological and religious 

literature of Christianity than in anthropological and humanistic literary studies. 

The exception that proves this rule is provided by John Fenton, honorary canon 
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of Christ Church, Oxford, in a 1991 article entitled “Eating People,” published 

in the venerable quarterly Theology. Fenton argues that the seeming parallels  

between the Christian Eucharist and primitive practices of human sacrifice-cum-

cannibalism must involve a misinterpretation, perhaps fostered by the disciple 

Paul (believed to be a Greek gentile who had converted to Judaism), because to 

Jews of Jesus’ era, sacrifice and cannibalism represented an abomination, not an 

accepted form of religious ritual. Noting that throughout the Bible, cannibalistic 

metaphors indicate hostility, aggression, and destruction,11 Fenton suggests (p 

421) that in the Gospel account of the Last Supper, Jesus “commanded the dis-

ciples to take the bread and he passed them the cup to drink, in order to symbol-

ize their responsibility for his death.”

Primate and other nonhuman biology: In the biological sciences, the “con-

specific” consumption of newborn offspring by parents, by each other, or by 

other adults has been studied in recent years as a counterintuitive example of 

how genetic endowment and environment may combine in survival-oriented 

behavior. A review published in Science (Mock 1992) of the first book-length col-

lection of survey articles on this topic, Cannibalism: Ecology and Evolution among 

Diverse Taxa, is worth citing at some length:

In the 1960s and ’70s, refinements of natural selection theory led most biol-

ogists to realize that phenotypic traits, including behavior patterns, evolve 

because of net benefit to the individual’s inclusive fitness. One consequence 

of this paradigm shift  .  .  . was that sporadically reported cases of vile or 

unsavory behaviors performed by animals (such as rape, slavery, infanti-

cide, mate-desertion, and cannibalism) could not simply be assumed to be 

pathological or aberrant any more. . . . One could no longer seek comfort 

in the meager records (many such behaviors are inherently rare and hard to 

witness) or dismiss them airily as mere by products of captivity. . . .

. . . . This led to exponential growth on several fronts. Ecological pre-

dictions began to emerge, specifying the context in which these behaviors 

should be found. Eventually, reviews began to appear. The current volume 

can be viewed, therefore, as the formal rite of passage for the fascinating 

topic of cannibalism as a very respectable area in evolutionary biology.

Fifteen review chapters by 17 scientists make it abundantly clear that 

there is nothing particularly astonishing or freakish about the ingestion 

of conspecific tissue. Such habits have evolved repeatedly as a solution 

to various problems, often (but not always) involving food shortages.12

While most cases of cannibalism in animals involve insects, fish or amphib-

ians, cannibalism of the young by mammals has been observed. For example, lions 

which take over a pride may eat the young of their predecessors (Leakey and Lewin 
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1977, p 220). In recent decades, close observation of chimpanzees (the anthropoid 

apes which most closely resemble homo sapiens) has revealed cannibal behavior by 

at least one mother (observed by Jane Goodall) and by a few chief males in family 

clusters who have eaten a newborn male in cases where there was reason to doubt 

the paternity (see Hamai et al 1992; Nishida and Kawanaka 1985; Tartabini 1991).

Criminology: The literature of crime and criminology contains occasional 

references to the law pertaining to cannibalism or to cases of individuals con-

victed of murder and cannibalism. The latter generally fall into two groups: 

psychotic or sociopathic serial murderers, and individuals at risk of starving to 

death after being stranded in a shipwreck or comparable accident. Bernheim and 

Stavridès (1992) and Marriner (1992) provide brief accounts of the cannibal acts 

of the following convicted cannibal-murderers (in most cases, multiple murder-

ers) of the nineteenth and twentieth century:

1817 the farmer’s wife at Selestat (Bernheim)

1824 Leger (Bernheim)

1824 necrophage de Saint-Amand (Bernheim)

1826 Maria de las Dolores (Bernheim)

1858 Comstock (Bernheim)

1864 Tirsch (Bernheim)

1872 Verzeni (Bernheim)

1879 Garayo (Bernheim)

1881 Mc T (Bernheim)

1891 Eugene L. (Bernheim)

1894 Vacher (Bernheim)

1897 Luetgert (Marriner)

1913–1921 Carl Wilhelm Grossman (Bernheim/Marriner)

1918–1924 George Haarmann (Bernheim/Marriner)

1921–1924 Karl Denke (Marriner)

1928 Albert Fish (Bernheim/Marriner /Heimer)

1929 Peter Kurten (Bernheim)

1949 John George Haigh (Bernheim/ Marriner)

1950 Edward Howard Gein (Bernheim)

1955–1976 Kroll (Marriner)

1969 Modzieliewski (Bernheim)

1970 Frazier (Marriner)

1970 Kemper (Marriner)

1970 Mullin (Marriner)

1970 Stanley Dean Baker (Marriner)

1976 Chase (Bernheim)

1979 Clement X (Bernheim)



Appendix         157

1980 Djoumagaliev (Bernheim)

1981 Anna (Marriner)

1981 Issed Sagawa (Bernheim)

1986 Heidnik (Marriner)

1986 Weber (Marriner)

1989 Rakowitz (Marriner)

1991 Dahmer (Bernheim)

1992 Chikatilo (Bernheim)

Marriner also recounts in some detail a case mentioned in many sources: In 

1611 Countess Elisabeth of Báthory, who ruled a large castle and estate after her 

husband’s death in 1604, was convicted of having tortured and killed some 600 

girls and young women between 1604 and 1610 in order to daily bathe in and 

drink their blood, which she thought would keep her young. At the time of her 

arrest on 30 December 1610, her chief means of “harvesting” blood was to put 

a girl in a narrow iron cage, with nails pointed inward to puncture the skin, and 

suspend the cage from the ceiling while she sat under it, bathing in a shower of 

blood (Marriner, pp 129–130).

Stranded, starving travelers: The best known cases of starvation cannibalism 

by travelers are those of the Donner party members, who were stranded in snow-

storms in Nevada while trying to cross the Rocky Mountains in November 1846; 

by crew members of the Mignonette, which sank in the ocean on 3 July 1884, 

leaving several officers in a dinghy hundreds of miles from land; and by survi-

vors of the plane crash in the Andes in October 1972, who lived on the flesh of 

the dead (whose bodies had been frozen) for 70 days. In these cases, the cultures 

concerned (US, British, and Argentine) tended to judge the cannibal actions as 

morally warranted and legitimate if the victims were already dead, and as morally 

wrong and criminal, but only slightly more so, if the victims were on the verge of 

death or if they were selected to be killed in order to help save a larger group. The 

British trial of the Mignonette survivors, who had killed to eat, involved the first 

legal use of the “necessity” defense for cannibal murder. In that case, the defen-

dants, who openly admitted what they had done and argued that it was justified, 

were convicted of murder and sentenced to death; but Queen Victoria commuted 

the death sentence to six months in jail (Marriner).

William Arens and His Critics: A Comprehensive 
Review
As noted in Chapter 5, only one attempt has ever been made to systematically 

identify, assess, and analyze all reported practices of customary cannibalism in 

all parts of the world: a 550-page work entitled Kannibalismus by anthropologist 
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Evald Volhard, published in Germany in 1939 and unfortunately never translated 

into English or French. Volhard uses some 800 sources to identify 914 cultural or 

linguistic areas (bands, tribes, or larger groupings) for which there are reported 

practices of cannibalism. Though catalogued in the Harvard library since 1948 

and universally cited by German anthropologists writing on the topic, the book 

was not used as a reference by any of the three English-speaking scholars who 

have attempted, on a much more modest scale, to provide some useful gener-

alizations about the practice of cannibalism around the world: William Arens, 

who claims that customary cannibalism did not exist, and Peggy Reeves Sanday 

(author of Divine Hunger, 1986) and Eli Sagan (author of Cannibalism: Human 

Aggression and Cultural Form, 1974), who attempt to give global overviews of 

ritual or customary cannibalism as a cultural practice with examples drawn from 

diverse cultures.

In this instance, the barriers of language and conflicting scholarly traditions 

have led to neglect of important sources of a kind that would not be tolerated in 

the natural sciences because it precludes cumulative learning. Due to the scale of 

his undertaking, Volhard relied in part on nineteenth-century secondary com-

pilations of primary source material; and nearly all of the many primary sources 

he cites were published before 1930. No survey article or book on cannibalism 

reviews the main findings of respected scholars over the past 60–70 years, regard-

less of language or scholarly tradition. As a result, Arens’ sweeping claims put 

anthropologists who attempt to critique his work, along with those reviewing 

the critiques, in the position of providing a less than thorough assessment of his 

claims, or producing the equivalent of a survey article as the basis of a thorough 

assessment. Between the material in Chapter 5 and that presented here, I have 

attempted, in a very brief fashion, to provide a survey article.

When claiming that there is no hard evidence for the existence of food can-

nibalism or for widespread practice of the consumption of human body parts in 

customary or ritual cannibalism, Arens argues that early anthropologists’ reports 

regarding such practices represented projections in which they extrapolated from 

circumstantial evidence, expressing ethnocentric expectations of “the other” 

which have been common in all cultures. Moreover, Arens claims, recent anthro-

pological studies of cannibalism have accepted and repeated the earlier reports 

uncritically, with equally ethnocentric credulity.

To support these claims, Arens reviews some of the original source material 

for a few of the most widely cited cases of cannibalism. His assessment, presented 

in three main chapters, covers three groups of cases:

•	 “Classic” man-eaters discovered by Columbus and others in Central and 

South America in the sixteenth century: the “Caribs” (from whom the term 

cannibal derives), the Aztecs of Mexico, and the Tupinamba of Brazil.
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•	 “Contemporary” man-eaters studied by twentieth-century social scien-

tists: the Amahuaca of Brazil, the Fore of New Guinea, and the Azande and 

several other tribes in Africa

•	 “Prehistoric” man-eaters of North America studied by contemporary 

anthropologists and archaeologists: the Iroquois and the Anasazi.

Arens argues that classic cases of cannibalism represented: (1) the wishful 

thinking or deliberate lies of Spanish slave traders in the Caribbean and Mexico, 

who were legally forbidden to enslave indigenous people except from among tribes 

that practiced cannibalism; (2) sensationalism by early travelers and missionar-

ies to Brazil, who wanted to impress their European audience and sell books or 

impress their denominational financial supporters; or (3) plagiarism of earlier 

writers by later ones. Regarding contemporary cases, Arens argues that purported 

eyewitness reports by modern scientists (Dole in the case of the Amahuaca, and 

Alpers and Gadjusek in the case of the Fore) are faulty because there is reason to 

believe that they were extrapolations or presumptions based on observed activities 

that actually stopped short of eating. Finally, Arens argues that the archaeologi-

cal evidence adduced to support pre-Columbian cannibalism among the Iroquois 

and the Anasazi is inconclusive and could represent evidence of other processes, 

such as “secondary burial,” disturbances of graves by wild animals, or accidents.

Because Arens accuses living and dead professional anthropologists of being 

ethnocentric and sloppy, his book caused a great stir; and it is cited in virtually 

every subsequent study, occasionally in contexts that support his claims, mainly 

by scholars who disagree with him.

Several of the original reviewers cast doubt on Arens’s thesis, but do so in such 

a cautious manner as to leave the reader uncertain about the actual practice of 

cannibalism. For example, Ivan Brady of SUNY Oswego, writing in the American 

Anthropologist, asks, rhetorically, whether cannibalism exists “on the scale and in 

the manner in which anthropologists (some or all) have assumed in the past?” 

In reply Brady answers: “Arens does not think so. I agree, but suggest that the 

discrepancy is neither so wide as he thinks—not everyone is equally reckless with 

wisdom and facts—nor exists for exactly the same reasons.” Similarly, Vincent 

Crapanzano of Queens College and the City University of New York Graduate 

Center, writing in the New York Times Book Review, comments that “Mr. Arens’ 

book is poorly written, repetitive, snide. His sloppiness is especially regrettable 

because it lessens the impact of his basic, significant suggestion: that the degree 

which cannibalism has been practiced has been exaggerated.”

Other reviewers are much more critical, explicitly condemning Arens for his 

own sloppy scholarship and for egregiously misrepresenting the extent of over-

statement and underdocumentation in primary sources, based on their knowl-

edge of the literature on which he draws.
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Ulla Wagner of the University of Stockholm states: “H]is presentation of the 

data shows the bias and selectivity that furthers his case. Nowhere does he take up 

cases where the informants themselves have stated that they practiced cannibal-

ism. For example, when he quotes Hallpike (on p 99), we are led to believe that 

it is only others that impute cannibalism to certain Papuan groups, when in fact 

Hallpike gives several quotations which refer to the informant’s own group (Hall-

pike 1977).” Citing Arens’s sweeping condemnation of the tendency of anthro-

pologists to give credence to reports of cannibalism, “Merely entertaining the 

possibility of a universal taboo on cannibalism would affect the public’s image 

and support of the discipline,” Wagner comments that Arens is implying, first, 

that anthropologists are not to be trusted; second, that they deal only with the 

exotic; and third, that they have vested interests in maintaining cultural boundar-

ies. To these points she responds that the integrity of anthropologists is probably 

neither better nor worse than that of scholars in other fields, and that “the other 

two points are obviously nonsense. Cultural differences are definitely not fig-

ments of the anthropological imagination. They are very real, and I cannot see 

how the endeavor to make understandable that which is strange and alien could 

ever be construed as being its very opposite.”

In the Anthropological Quarterly, James W Springer of Northern Illinois 

University says: “His methods of evaluation are faulty and his critical attitudes 

amount to little more than a refusal to believe any statement of the existence of 

cannibalism, combined with a variety of impeachment of the motives of those 

who report it.” Springer then cites one of Arens’s many sweeping but incorrect 

claims about specific sources and cultures: “The collected documents of the Jesuit 

missionaries (Thwaites 1959), often referred to as the source for Iroquois cruelty 

and cannibalism, do not contain an eyewitness description of the latter deed.” 

Springer observes that the source in question, a 72-volume work called the Jesuit 

Relations, contains abundant eyewitness accounts of cannibalism by Indians. For 

this he cites the index page on which references to these accounts may be found 

(vol. 72: 124). As specific examples, Springer points out that the “narratives of 

Father Jogues (vol. 39: 19–221) and donne Regnaut (vol. 34: 25–37) show first-

hand knowledge” of the practice.

Thomas Abler of the University of Waterloo, another specialist on the Iro-

quois, reviewing Arens’s book in Ethnohistory, argues that Arens cannot possibly 

have looked even at the volume indexes to the Jesuit Relations, which contain 

references to “Cannibalism—Iroquoi” in 31 volumes of the 72-volume series. 

Having reviewed all of the indexed references, Abler argues that even if one dis-

counts most of the Indian statements on the grounds that the informants may 

have tended to boast about their own valor with references to cannibal acts and to 

vilify enemies with exaggerated claims about their barbarism, there are firsthand 
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accounts by Jesuits, captives, and others which there is no reason to doubt; and he 

cites, in addition to the two accounts cited by Springer, the following passages: vols. 

39: 81, 52:169–171, 53: 139, 62: 75, and 62: 91. Abler also cites four seventeenth- 

century eyewitness reports from sources other than the Jesuit Relations. In addi-

tion, both Springer and Abler review a variety of archaeological sources for 

claims of cannibalism among the Iroquois in the prehistoric period (roughly 

1300–1500), and portions of the evidence supporting the view that cannibalism 

did occur in that period as well.

The two most damning critiques of Arens work are those of P.G. Rivière of 

Oxford, a student of the Tupian peoples of Brazil, and Marshall Sahlins, the pre-

eminent expert on sixteenth to nineteenth century sources concerning cannibal-

ism on the Fiji and Marquesas Islands and among the Maori of New Zealand. 

Writing in the journal Man, Rivière details examples of Arens’ inaccuracy, incom-

pleteness, and unwarranted inferences in dealing with the primary sources on 

Tupi cannibalism. He concludes his review as follows (pp 204–205):

[Arens’s book] has forced me to look again at the sources on Tupi can-

nibalism and, without doing a complete assessment of the material, 

I am more than ever confirmed in the opinion that the Tupi-speaking 

Indians of the Brazilian coast in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

practiced cannibalism.

Bad books do not usually deserve long reviews, and I have given this 

one more attention because it is also a dangerous book. With little work 

and less scholarship, it may well be the origin of a myth.

As indicated the discussion of later anthropological sources below, 

this fear has been fulfilled to some extent.

In late 1978 in the New York Review of Books, Marshall Sahlins reviewed Can-

nibals and Kings by Marvin Harris, a book which argues, among other things, that 

the main reason for cannibalism among simple societies was protein deficiency. 

Sahlins’s review, which stressed the ritual and symbolic nature of most canni-

balism, prompted Arens to write an article-length letter to the editor laying out 

the main arguments and some of the evidence from his forthcoming book and 

concluding:

From what I can gather from an extensive review of the literature, every 

human culture, sub-culture, religion, cult and sect, including our own, 

has been labeled cannibalistic at one time or another by someone. Yet 

no one has ever observed this purported cultural universal. This should 

give pause to consider whether we are dealing with historical reality or 

an extremely satisfactory myth.
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Arens’s letter was published in the March  22, 1979 New York Review of 

Books, along with a response by Sahlins, under the heading “Cannibalism: An 

Exchange.” In his response, Sahlins gives long excerpts from the primary sources 

of eyewitness reports of cannibalism in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries 

among the Aztecs, the Maoris, and the Fijians. Noting that he has seen an advance 

copy of The Man-Eating Myth and is outraged that peer review notwithstanding, 

Arens is “about to publish a book under the imprint of a famous university press 

[Oxford] which expounds on the thesis of his letter,” Sahlins concludes with the 

following scathing attack:

It all follows a familiar American pattern of enterprising social science 

journalism:

Professor X puts out some outrageous theory, such as the Nazis really 

didn’t kill the Jews, human civilization comes from another planet, or 

there is no such thing as cannibalism. Since facts are plainly against 

him, X’s main argument consists of the expression, in the highest 

moral tones, of his own disregard for all available evidence to the 

contrary. He rises instead to the more elevated analytical plane of 

ad hominem attack on the authors of the primary sources and those 

credulous enough to believe them. All this provokes Y and Z to issue 

a rejoinder, such as this one. X now becomes “the controversial Pro-

fessor X” and his book is respectfully reviewed by nonprofessionals 

in Time, Newsweek, and The New Yorker. There follow appearances 

on radio, TV, and in the columns of the daily newspapers.

The effect is to do away with the usual standards of scholarly value, 

such as use of evidence or quality of research, as criteria of academic 

success. Like the marketing of automobiles or toothpaste, academic 

research is submitted to the one characteristic sense of criticism left 

to American society: Caveat Emptor [no guarantees unless expressly 

stated]. So the publishing decisions of academic presses, and ultimately 

the nature of scholarly research are drawn irresistibly into the orbit of 

the average common opinion of the consuming public. It’s a scandal.

In my view, the evidence adduced by these reviewers and their more gen-

eral professional judgment about the integrity and interpretation of the primary 

sources they cite and others like them provide a sufficient reason to conclude that 

Arens is wrong: the cultures widely believed to have practiced ritual and custom-

ary cannibalism did so. Because of the importance to my own study of not fall-

ing prey to ethnocentric exaggeration, I was, however, left with nagging doubts 

about the real extent of ritual cannibalism, as distinct from wanton treatment 
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of body parts which might have been cooked and preserved as trophies but not 

actually eaten, and which natives might claim to have eaten in order to elicit 

approval or shocked disapproval from European observers.

To lay these doubts to rest, I surveyed the professional anthropological litera-

ture on cannibalism published after Arens’s book had appeared, in order to see 

whether professional anthropologists had subsequently assembled more com-

prehensive and carefully reassessed evidence of the practice of cannibalism.

I found that most professional books and articles on cannibalism published 

since 1980 list Arens as a source and explain their reasons for disagreeing with 

him. In some cases, Arens’s claims are dismissed briefly in introductory remarks. 

The following passage from Sanday illustrates this approach: “Although [Arens] 

is correct in asserting that the attribution of cannibalism is sometimes a projec-

tion of moral superiority, he is incorrect in arguing that cannibalism has never 

existed. Contrary to his assertion that no one has ever observed cannibalism, 

reliable eyewitness reports do exist.” Sanday cites five eyewitness reports from 

diverse periods, including two from the twentieth century.

In other recent studies, new assessments of historical and contemporary 

material are presented with the purpose, in part, of showing that cannibalism was 

commonly practiced as a ritual or custom in the cultures in question. Generally 

speaking, the larger purpose of these studies has been to provide an anthropo-

logical description and interpretation of the practice, not just mere confirmation 

of its existence. The following 20 articles and books published since 1983 all cite 

Arens’s book, dispute his claims, and offer new evidence concerning actual prac-

tices of cannibalism:

Abler (1992) “Scalping, Torture, Cannibalism and Rape: An Ethnohistorical 

Analysis of Conflicting Cultural Values in War”

Abler and Logan (1988) “Florescence and Demise of Iroquoian Cannibalism: 

Human Sacrifice and Malinowski’s hypothesis”

Barber (1992) “Archaeology, ethnography and the record of Maori cannibal-

ism before 1815: A critical review”

Bowden (1984) “Maori Cannibalism: An Interpretation”

Brown and Tuzin, eds. (1983) The Ethnography of Cannibalism

Castro, Viveiros de (1992) From the Enemy’s Point of View

Chong (1990) Cannibalism in China

Clunie (1987) “Rokotui Dreketi’s human skull: yaqona cup?”

Combès (1992) La Tragedie Cannibale Chez les Anciens Tupi-Guarani [The 

cannibal tragedy among the ancient Tupi-Guarani]

Conklin (1995) “ ‘Thus Are Our Bodies, Thus Was Our Custom’: Mortuary 

Cannibalism in an Amazonian Society”
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Ernandes (1992) “Serotonin Deficiency Hypothesis Explaining the Aztec 

Human Sacrifice/Cannibalism Complex”

Forsyth (1985) “Three Cheers for Hans Staden: The Case for Brazilian Can-

nibalism”

Jamieson (1983) “An Examination of Prisoner-Sacrifice and Cannibalism at 

the St. Lawrence Iroquoian Roebuck Site”

Liep (1987) “Kannibaler og Kulier: Antropofagiske Scener fra en Sydhavso” 

[Cannibals and coolies: anthropophagic scenes from the South Pacific]

Obeyesekere (1992) “British Cannibals: Contemplation of an Event in the 

Death and Resurrection of James Cook, Explorer”

Saignes (1985) “La Guerre Contre l’Histoire” [War against history]

Sanday (1986) Divine Hunger: Cannibalism as a Cultural System

Schöppl von Sonnwalden (1992), Kannibalismus bei den noramerikanischen 

Indianern und Eskimo [Cannibalism among the North American Indians 

and Eskimos]

Spennemann (1987) “Cannibalism in Fiji: The Analysis of Butchering Marks 

on Human Bones and the Historical Record with an Appendix on Experi-

mental Butchering with Bamboo Blades”

Whitehead (1984) “Carib Cannibalism: The Historical Evidence”

Reading these studies convinced me, first, that cannibalism not only existed as 

a practice (not just as a metaphor or symbolic ritual), but that it once occurred 

in many cultures around the world—mainly though not exclusively in simple 

cultures, with no more than two levels of political hierarchy (the chief of a given 

tribe and the chief of a group of tribes). In addition, these studies show that both 

mortuary cannibalism, showing respect and care for deceased members of one’s 

own band, and cannibalism consumption of parts of fallen enemies, intended 

to show disrespect toward or to kill the spirit as well as the body, occurred in 

diverse, widely separated cultures, with little or no opportunity for “diffusion” of 

a practice from one culture to the next.

The length of this rejection of Arens’s claim that cannibalism was not widely 

practiced is largely a function of the disturbance which his unwarranted accusa-

tions have created in the anthropological literature. In addition to some of the 

early book reviews, many of the later sources which confirm the existence of 

cannibalism equivocate about its extent. Here, too, Sanday’s work is illustrative. 

While writing a lengthy and important monograph on the diverse meanings of 

cannibal practices in a dozen different cultures, and while claiming that some 

cases unquestionably involved the physical ingestion of human flesh, Sanday dis-

tances herself from any assertion that cannibal acts were common by treating 

mythical, symbolic cannibal behavior and literal cannibal behavior as identical 
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for the purposes of her study. Thus, in reviewing the literature on a representa-

tive sampling of cultures to assess the incidence of cannibalism, she treated can-

nibalism as present not only in cultures where ritual or starvation cannibalism 

was practiced, but also in cultures for which there were “reports of past practice, 

legend, or hearsay,” and cultures for which “fantasized incidents of cannibalism 

are feared and take the form of belief in cannibal sorcerers or witches.” This is 

not to say than Sanday herself was unable to distinguish in the sources between 

purported real and fantasized cases of cannibalism; but only that for analyzing 

the meaning of cannibalism, she did not treat the distinction as important.

This is the case in several of the post-Arens studies listed above, in which the 

authors observe that literal cannibalism undoubtedly occurred in a given culture 

at some point in the past, but that rituals, myths, and stories involving cannibal 

behavior are equally good, if not better, for the purpose of exploring and under-

standing the meaning of the cannibal practice in a given culture.

In addition, there are a few anthropologists who have continued to cite 

Arens as a credible source; and there have been have been several review stud-

ies prompted by his work, which reconsider the primary sources and find many 

lacking in the degree of detail and credibility one would want. One of the most 

controversial cases concerns the Fore of New Guinea, among whom women (and 

some children) transmitted an invariably fatal infectious disease with a 5–25 year 

incubation period (kuru) either by eating or by handling the decomposing brain 

of deceased relatives. In an article published in the American Anthropologist in 

1982, Steadman and Merbs, anthropologists at Arizona State University who cite 

Arens and build on his methods, argue that the case for eating was circumstan-

tial at best, and the evidence contained many contradictory and unsubstanti-

ated points. In 1992, however, a research doctor who contributed an article to 

a book on Human Biology in Papua New Guinea, without citing or showing any 

evidence of having read the Steadman and Merbs piece, used some of the same 

evidence to describe the outstanding scientific detective work through which it 

was found that the disease was transmitted through cannibal consumption of the 

brains of dead victims. In the meantime, Steadman and Merbs are continuing 

to be cited by anthropologists as documenting the ease with which fact and the 

rumor about cannibalism can be confused. The main studies of the usefulness 

of primary sources prompted by Arens’s work are four German books: Frank 

(1987), “Y se lo comen”: kritische Studie der Schriftquellen zum Kannibalismus der 

panosprachigen Indianer Ost-Perus und Brasiliens [A critical study of the written 

sources on cannibalism among the Pano-speaking Indians of East Peru and Bra-

zil]; Menninger (1995) Die Macht der Augenzeugen: Neue Welt und Kannibalen-

Mythos, 1492–1600 [The Power of the Eyewitness: The New World and Cannibal 

Myths 1492–1600]; Peter-Rocher (1994), Kannibalismus in der prähistorischen 
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Forschung: studien zu einer paradigmatischen Deutung und ihren Grundlagen 

[Cannibalism in prehistoric research: Studies of a paradigmatic interpretation 

and its foundations]; and Wendt, Kannibalismus in Brasilien: eine Analyse euro-

paischer Reiseberichte und Amerika-Darstellungen für die Zeit zwischen 1500 und 

1654 [Cannibalism in Brazil: An analysis of European Travel Reports and Images 

of America for the Period between 1500 and 1654].

Arens-based doubts also continued to be raised, with damaging effects for 

cultural anthropology, in the largely unrelated area of the archaeological study of 

human bones which may show signs of food cannibalism. For example, Trinkhaus 

(1985), Bullock (1991, 1992), Bahn (1990, 1991, 1992), Pickering (1988), and 

Russell (1987a, 1987b) argue that archaeological evidence at particular sites is 

insufficient to warrant a claim of cannibalism, particularly since no reliable evi-

dence of cannibalism in any age exists—a claim for which they cite Arens as the 

main authority.

Since there is a great deal of undisputed evidence of cannibalism in periods 

of famine, and this could account for at least some of the archaeological findings 

pointing to cannibalism, the claim by these authors that there is no proof that 

any form cannibalism ever occurred is unlikely to have much impact in the field. 

A  much more seriously damaging dissemination of misinformation based on 

Arens’s book is the analysis of ritual and customary cannibalism presented by 

White (1992). Since White’s book is intended as a textbook on the archaeological 

study of cannibalism and since all of the reviewers (except Bahn, who refuses to 

recognize any form of cannibalism anywhere) agree that the book is excellent for 

this purpose, White’s treatment is likely to shape the thinking of a generation of 

archaeologists. After citing Arens and his reviewers briefly and dismissing Sanday 

because she includes some societies with cannibal myths in her study, White con-

cludes that cultural anthropology cannot be of much use on this subject:

As Arens has suggested, many if not most historical sources on can-

nibalism are inadequate or inaccurate. “Because ethnographic research 

no longer seems possible, the study of cannibalism must, of necessity, 

be accomplished by a historical science. A man in a position to know, 

Matos Moctezuma, the excavator of a site at which Spanish accounts 

suggest that human sacrifice took place (the Aztec Templo Mayor in 

Mexico City) puts it this way (1987: 185): ‘Documentary sources pro-

vide us with historical information that is either exaggerated or faithful 

to observations, depending on the bias of the chronicler and how he has 

chosen to present his material. Such ethnohistorical information serves 

as a basis for the hypotheses that are corroborated or invalidated by exca-

vation and archaeological evidence. Archaeology then either validates  
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the written information or demonstrates its unreliability.’ Archaeology 

seems, therefore, to be the only remaining tool for investigating the exis-

tence and extent of cannibalism.”

There are two main problems with this statement: First, even though can-

nibal practices and, in most cases, the cultures that still had retained them in 

historical periods have now died out, considerably more research in the cultural 

anthropology of ritual cannibalism has been conducted since Arens’s book was 

published—including superb monographs by Combès (who relied entirely on 

historical sources) and by Castro (who lived with a small band intermittently 

over a period of years)—and a great deal more remains that can be done with 

ethnographies and other written sources. Second, unlike cultural anthropology, 

archaeology offers little if any hope of clarifying the nature, context, and mean-

ing of the great majority of reported cannibal practices, because these practices, 

unlike food cannibalism or starvation cannibalism, tend not to leave marks on 

bones; and in most cases (involving the consumption of blood, or of a small bit 

of soft tissue, or of ash following cremation), they will not have left any detectable 

archaeological relic.

In conclusion, while ritual and customary endo- and exocannibal practices 

undoubtedly occurred in many simple societies, this fact has not yet been fully 

rehabilitated in anthropology and archaeology in the wake of Arens’s critique.
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CHAPTER 1

1. See MacAloon (1981) and Mandell (1976).
2. The proceedings and results of the first Hague conference and of a second confer-

ence held in 1907 are found in Scott (1908), Anon. (1916), and Anon. (1918).

http://winningthewaronwar.com/
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Government instructions to delegates and official national viewpoints are reported in 
Great Britain Foreign Office (1899), Groupe parlementaire (1907), United States Com-
mission (1899), United States Department of State (1899), and the collected papers of 
Baron Mikhail Aleksandrovich Taube, Russian envoy in the Hague in 1907 (Taube n.d.).

The hopes of peace organizations that the Hague conferences would end war are 
illustrated in the following sampling of publications from the participating countries: 
American Peace Society (1899), Darby (1899), Estournelles de Constant (1907), Ferguson 
(1899), Halpert-Berlin (1899), Hull (1908), London Committee of the International Peace 
Crusade (1899), Tryon (1910), and Tolstoy (1899).

Early scholarly analyses of the two conferences, also from various participating coun-
tries, are given in Boidin (1908), Bourgeois (1910), Choate (1913), Docteur en droit 
[anon] (1908), Foster (1904), Holls (1900), Scott (1909), Stead (1899), Wehberg (1918), 
and Schücking (1912–17).

Results of the several dozen cases of arbitration brought before the International Court 
under the terms of the Hague conventions are summarized in Wilson (1915).

More recent assessments of the context of the Hague conferences and the later impact 
of the agreements they produced are provided by Davis (1975), Dülffer (1981), and 
Pomerance (1973).

3. Jane Addams, already well known for her work against poverty and for immigrants’ 
rights, child labor laws, trade unions, and women’s suffrage, expanded her reform agenda 
to include peace at the outbreak of World War I, commenting “[A] finely tempered sense 
of justice . . . cannot possibly be secured in the storm and stress of war. . . . [T]he spirit of 
fighting bums away all those impulses, certainly towards the enemy, which foster the will 
to justice” (Addams 1960/1922, p 4).

Along with European feminist leaders like Dr. Aletta Jacobs, head of the Dutch suf-
frage movement, Addams convened an antiwar International Congress of Women in the 
Hague on 28 April—1 May 1915, which brought together over 1,100 participants from 
12 countries. Congress representatives seeking a negotiated end to the war subsequently 
met with the heads of government of England, Germany, Hungary, Italy, and France (bel-
ligerents), and the Netherlands, Denmark, Norway, Switzerland, and the United States 
(neutrals) (Addams 1960/1922, pp 17–18). Addams established a Women’s Peace Party in 
January 1915 and helped found the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, 
which in 1917 became the first secular peace organization to establish lobbying headquar-
ters in Washington, DC (Foster 1989, p 18).

4. See Philip Noel-Baker (1979).
5. A lifelong pacifist, Russell opposed Britain’s entry into World War I and US and 

British entry into World War II. From 1945 until his death, Russell participated in many 
antinuclear weapon protests and supported efforts for disarmament; he also opposed the 
Vietnam war and helped organize the Russell International War Crimes Tribunal against 
it [see Duffett (1968)]. Russell’s views are explored in his autobiography (1967–69) and 
by Aiken (1963), Blackwell (1985), Brink (1989), Ryan (1988), Vellacott (1981), Wickham 
(1970), and Wood (1958).

6. Albert Schweitzer, awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1954, lectured on “reverence for 
life” in 1922 at Oxford (the Dale lectures) and at the University of Uppsala (the Olaf Petri 
lectures). The lectures were published in English and German as The Decay and Restora-
tion of Civilization [Verfall und Wiederaufbau der Kultur] and Civilization and Ethics [Kul-
tur und Ethik], respectively (Schweitzer 1923). Schweitzer argued that civilization and the 
reverence for life on which it is based are incompatible with war. The two original books 
were later published as parts I and II of The Philosophy of Civilization (1949), which was 
Schweitzer’s original plan (along with two additional parts, which never materialized). 
Schweitzer’s first published work (1899), prefiguring his future interests, concerned Kant’s 
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philosophy of religion, Die Religionsphilosophie Kants von der Kritik der reinen Vernunft bis 
zur Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blossen Vernunft.

7. See Allsebrook (1986), Eichelberger (1965), Luard (1982), Reid (1983), and Russell 
(1958).

8. A comparative overview of proposed paths to peace is given in the last part of 
Chapter 2.

9. In 1993, the Peace Studies Association, founded in the mid-1980s, had members 
representing 126 recognized interdisciplinary peace study programs at colleges and uni-
versities. Other associations of scholars concerned with peace include the Consortium 
for Peace Research, Education, and Development (COPRED), the International Peace 
Research Association (IPRA), and the Peace Studies Section of the International Studies 
Association, all founded in the 1970s.

10. There is not a significant body of literature in the sense that there has not been a 
tradition of cumulative, interreferencing work over a period of years or decades. There are, 
however, many publications which address the abolition of war more or less comprehen-
sively. The most widely cited of these is Perpetual Peace by Immanuel Kant (1963/1784). 
Recent studies which offer more or less comprehensive approaches to peace include 
Boulding (1978), Etzioni (1962), Evans (1993), Ferencz (1985), Galtung (1980), Galtung 
(1984), Glossop (1987), Hollins et al. (1989), Noel-Baker (1958), Pauling (1958), Russett 
(1990a), Russett (1995/1993), Schell (1984), Sharp and Jenkins (1990), Smoke and Har-
man (1987), and Starke (1968). Intelligent, informed observers have been pondering the 
conditions for the abolition of war for centuries, as illustrated by Starke (1968) in a “Table 
of notable historical peace plans,” which gives brief summaries of 25 essays on the condi-
tions for peace published between 1300 and 1900.

11. Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary of the English Language (1989) gives the follow-
ing definition of abolish: “1. to do away with; put an end to; annul; make void; to abolish 
slavery. 2. to destroy (a person, thing, etc.) totally.”

12. Starke (1968) makes the same distinction, but what I call the achievement of peace 
he calls the “restoration” of peace. This reflects his view that since peace is the normal 
condition of relations between nations, the first task to be addressed by a theory of peace 
is how to maintain peace; the second is how to restore it. This is also a more time-neutral 
approach; by comparison, my approach, as indicated earlier, involves a sequence of events 
with specific starting and ending conditions.

CHAPTER 2

1. The phrase “defensive nonviolence” is not a logically correct expression of the 
moral position, since in this approach it is not the nonviolence that is defensive, but the 
violence that is permitted. I have, however, felt that it would be equally incorrect to use 
the phrase “commitment to defensive violence,” which suggests a positive commitment to 
using violence, rather than a reluctant employment of a means of last resort. In an earlier 
draft of this essay, I used the phrase “commitment to nonviolence,” which is, in my view, 
an accurate brief reference to the position in which one is committed never to initiate 
violence, and never to use violence except as a last resort, used to defend against acts of 
physical aggression, and even then used to the minimum extent needed to stop the aggres-
sion and (in the case of nations) restore preaggression borders. Public policies which have 
this character are supported by individuals who are fully committed to nonviolence in 
their own lives and in the lives of their families, community, and nation. Several readers 
objected to this use of the phrase “commitment to nonviolence,” however, on the grounds 
that the phrase is commonly used to identify the position of those committed to non-
violence without exception for defense. For this reason, as a temporary expedient, I have 
inserted “defensive” before nonviolence. Underlying the problem of wording, there is, of 
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course, a more fundamental issue concerning the meaning and application of the concept 
of “nonviolence”: As I note in the last section of the chapter, those who use the concept of 
nonviolence in a strictly pacifist meaning object to the erosion of the concept represented 
by making an exception for defense; meanwhile those who support defensive nonviolence 
feel that their commitment to nonviolence is equally powerful and does not deserve to be 
treated as a form of commitment to violence.

2. As indicated later, my fully stated position is qualified: the initial abolition of war is 
likely to be achieved most quickly if commitment to defensive nonviolence is supported 
by an effective international peace enforcement regime, but the least-change conditions 
for the initial abolition to be achieved over a longer period of time do not include the 
establishment of such a regime. Throughout most of the essay, however, I focus on the 
least-change near-future conditions, rather than the least-change, longer-term conditions.

3. In neither the Israeli-Palestine conflict nor the British-Irish conflict can the cur-
rent level of violence be considered a “war” as war is defined in this essay. But if the levels 
of violence in the two conflicts during March 1996 (on the order of 100 casualties per 
month) were sustained for an extended period, they might qualify as wars.

4. An important feature of states in which democratic commitment to nonviolence 
is fully developed and deeply rooted is the existence of a constitutional means of seces-
sion without war. In a formal, “least-change” sense, legal means of secession represent 
the principle nonviolent alternative to civil war as a means of establishing a new state. 
(By comparison, civilian resistance represents the principle nonviolent alternative to civil 
war as a means of overturning authoritarian rule or fostering democratic processes in an 
existing state.) With the spread of democratic institutions and the rise of internal wars, 
the thorny political and legal issues of secession have become increasingly important. 
Buchanan (1991) gives an excellent overview of these issues.

5. See Doyle (1983a, Table  1), Huntington (1989, pp 6–7), and Russett (1990b, pp 
132–137) for different sources and methods but convergent conclusions about the rate 
and extent of the spread of democratic institutions over the course of the past century.

6. A number of cases are reviewed by Sharp (1980), Sharp and Jenkins (1990) and 
Ackerman and Kruegler (1994).

7. Consistent with the tendency of political science to stress material factors over ideas 
and moral beliefs in accounting for institutional change, the literature on the relationship 
between democracy and peace which has appeared over the past two decades has stressed 
practical factors as the source of the tendency of democracies not to go to war with each 
other. The key initial works in this literature are those by Small and Singer (1976), Rummel 
(1983), and Rummel’s students, Chan (1984) and Weede (1984), all of whom conducted 
empirical assessments of the hypothesis that liberal democracies do not fight each other; 
and by Doyle (1983a, 1983b, 1986), who explored the contemporary relevance of Kant’s 
view that liberal constitutional republics were likely to end war among themselves. Kant’s 
thesis was that a government requiring the consent of the governed would be, first, gener-
ally cautious about going to war because war inflicts great material and financial costs on 
the majority of people, and, second, loathe to make war on another constitutional republic 
in which the self-governing populace were “moral equals.” Other reasons to expect peace 
between liberal states, in part inferred from Kant, involve the desire to promote free trade, 
shared cultural values, and the ability of a self-governing population to learn from the 
(hard) experience of war. Neither Kant nor the contemporary analysts [except Russett 
(1990a, 1995/1993)] stress the commitment to nonviolent conflict resolution inherent in 
democratic, constitutional states as the main reason to expect peace between democracies.

In 1989, articles by Russett (1990a), Levy (1988, 1989), and Maoz and Abdolali (1989) 
extended the earlier empirical studies of Small and Singer, Rummel, Chan and Weede; 
a new book by Mueller (1989) expanded on Doyle’s thesis; and an article by Fukuyama 
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(1989a, 1989b) offered another take on the Kantian idea. In one of several respondents 
to Fukuyama’s provocative essay, Samuel Huntington (1989) related Fukuyama’s claims 
to the earlier empirical and theoretical work on democracy and peace. A spurt of new 
publications on the topic in 1992–1993 included five articles in a special issue of the 
Journal of Peace Research (Starr (1992), Sørenson (1992), Gleditsch (1992), Russett and 
Antholis (1992), and Weede (1992), and a book by Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace 
(1995/1993).

Since 1994, the question of whether and under what conditions democracies tend not 
to go to war with one another, and if so why, has been vigorously debated in five books 
(Diamond and Plattner (1994), Klingemann (1994), Czempiel (1995), MacMillan (1998), 
Ray (1995) and in the leading journals in the field, including the America Political Sci-
ence Review, Ethics and International Affairs, Foreign Affairs, International Affairs, Inter-
national Security, International Studies Quarterly, the Journal of Conflict Resolution, and 
the Journal of Peace Research. See, for example, Benoit (1996), Bregman (1995), Dixon 
(1994), diZerega (1995), Farber and Gowa (1995), Gochman et al. (1996), Hagan (1994), 
Hermann and Kegley (1995), Hermann and Kegley (1996), Kegley and Hermann (1996), 
Lynch (1994), Mansfield and Snyder (1995a), Mansfield and Snyder (1995b), Russett et al. 
(1995), Smith (1994), Spiro (1994), Thompson (1996), Wolf et al. (1996).

Bruce Russett (1990a, 1990b, and 1995/1993) has argued along lines similar to those put 
forward here, first, that “the basic norm of liberal democratic theory” is that “disputes can 
be resolved without force through democratic political processes”; second, that “[w]ithin  
a transnational democratic culture,” acknowledgment of the right of self-determination 
in other democracies “both prevents us from wishing to dominate them and allows us 
to mitigate our fears that they will try to dominate us;” and, finally, that in international 
affairs, “the principle of self-determination may actually work better [as the source or 
guarantor of peace] in the absence of a common government” (1990b, pp 124–129).

8. One example of this view is given in Waltz’s “realist” classic, Man, the State and War 
(1959, p 228): “[W]ere world government attempted, we might find ourselves dying in the 
attempt to unite or uniting and living a life worse than death.” See also Aron’s classic Peace 
and War (1973), part 3, “The Antinomies of Diplomatic-Strategic Conduct.”

9. The idea of a voluntary federation for the purpose of mutual defense is central to 
Kant’s proposal in Perpetual Peace (1963). The main difference between Kant’s concept 
and that put forward here lies in the moral and intellectual foundation of the federation: 
In Kant’s version, the constituent republics are prevented from using war as an instrument 
of national policy (a tool for the achievement of any end except defense) by the rational 
self-interest of their citizens in avoiding the calamities and costs of war. In the present 
version, the states that make up the federation would reject war as an instrument of policy 
out of recognition of and respect for the dignity and worth of the individual human 
beings that would otherwise be subject to attack.

10. As noted earlier, Bruce Russett (1990a, 1990b) has proposed the similar notion that 
the democracies may maintain peace with one another indefinitely without the creation 
of a strong world government as a result of their shared commitment to and practice of 
self-determination, that is, government by the consent of the governed, without resort to 
coercive violence. Kant’s concept of a peace enforcement federation among constitutional 
states also stresses the importance maintaining full national sovereignty within the federa-
tion as a safeguard against tyranny (Kant 1963).

11. The only exception to the rule of nonrecurrence might occur in the event of an 
historically unprecedented but imaginable complete loss of cultural memory, leading to 
a reversion to an much earlier stage of political and economic development—that is, the 
kind of apocalyptic regression that could occur after a massive global ecological catastro-
phe, and economic and political collapse.
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12. Although I argue that a shift to defensive nonviolence could catalyze the transition 
to abolition, I do not see such a shift as a “first cause.” On the contrary, as I suggest else-
where in the chapter, I believe that the potential for such a shift is rooted in a much larger 
amalgam of political, economic, cultural, and moral changes which have been under way 
for several centuries.

13. See The First World Disarmament Conference 1932–1934, and Why It Failed, by 
Philip Noel-Baker (1979), a member of the British negotiating team.

14. Chapter 4, “A World Peacekeeping Federation,” in Hollins et al. (1989, pp 38–53) 
contains a useful discussion of the political context, ambitions, and failures of both the 
Clark and Sohn plan and the McCloy-Zorin agreement.

15. Details of all arms control negotiations and treaties since 1982 are given in the 
monthly reference journal Arms Control Reporter, published by the Institute for Defense 
and Disarmament Studies in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Earlier surveys of arms control 
negotiations are given in the annual SIPRI Yearbook of World Armaments and Disarma-
ment, published by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute in Stockholm, 
Sweden, starting in 1968.

16. The approach advocated by this school of thought is fully compatible with and 
tends to reinforce and facilitate that put forward in this essay. The two differ in that my 
approach stresses mainly the defensive role of the use of force—its strategic purpose of 
defending against attack—whereas the approach of most advocates of what is variously 
called nonoffensive, nonprovocative, or defensive defense stresses the defensive character 
of the use of force, that is, its means of defending against attack. Advocates of defensive 
defense generally assume that the only legitimate, socially accepted role or purpose of 
military forces will be defense, and that the main issue is the defensive or offensive nature 
of the means of defense. My approach, stressing strict limits on the use of force (only as 
a last resort and then only the minimum needed to stop aggression and restore the status 
quo ante), is strengthened by defensively structured defenses, which would help com-
municate peaceful intentions to potential opponents, hinder illegitimate, aggressive uses 
of force, and increase the public’s awareness of the goal of limiting the role of the mili-
tary to defense. Undoubtedly, the origin of the differences in emphasis between the two 
approaches lies in the geopolitical context in which they were developed : the approach 
stressing the role of force originated in the United States, which plays an active military 
role in other parts of the world, while the approach stressing the character of the force 
used for defense originated in Europe (particularly in Germany, the Netherlands, and 
Scandinavia), where the role of force has been limited strictly and narrowly to defense for 
decades or longer.

17. See Forsberg (1992b), Kaufmann and Steinbruner (1991), and Carter et al. (1992).
18. Conflict early warning has received steadily increasing attention over the past 

20 years as a result of several factors: the growing number of unstable new states in the 
UN system; the new, computerized technologies of global information gathering and pro-
cessing; and, following the end of the Cold War, the increase in international attention to 
border wars, civil wars, and subnational and transnational ethnic conflicts, which lend 
themselves more readily than do major international wars to prevention through early 
warning and international political intervention.

19. The actual and potential institutions and techniques for nonviolent conflict resolu-
tion range from the creation of a world government at one end of the spectrum to indi-
vidual acts of civil disobedience at the other. Among other major options are diplomacy 
and economic sanctions under the auspices of the United Nations, regional organizations, 
individual states, or nongovernmental organizations; and special courts or empowered 
boards which provide for mediation, arbitration, or judicial rulings.
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20. Awareness of the historical examples and potential future use of organized non-
military (civilian) resistance as a means of opposing oppression and aggression has also 
grown substantially over the past two decades, in large part as a result of Gene Sharp’s 
major publications (1973, 1980, 1985, and 1990 with Jenkins); Sharp’s efforts in establish-
ing major research programs on the topic at Harvard’s Center for International Affairs 
(Program on Nonviolent Sanctions) and at the independent Albert Einstein Institution in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts (directed by Chris Kruegler); and his extensive consulting with 
governmental and nongovernmental organizations interested in this approach. Building 
on Sharp’s theory, Ackerman and Kruegler (1994) reviewed in some detail six cases of 
nonviolent resistance from various parts of the world over the course of the twentieth 
century. See also the forthcoming Encyclopedia of Nonviolent Action, edited by Kruegler 
[published as Powers, et al., 1997]. A brief theoretically oriented introduction to the topic 
is given in Freund (1987), which also contains a useful bibliography. Other theorists of 
nonmilitary defense are Galtung and Næss (1969) and Adam Roberts (1986).

21. Two (among many) recent books which look at the potential for the United Nations 
to play a more active and effective role in peacekeeping and peace enforcement following 
the end of the Cold War are those by Evans (1993) and Rochester (1993). The use of the 
United Nations as an institution to end war was proposed most fully in Clark and Sohn 
(1966) [see also Clark and Sohn (1973) and Clark (1950)]. Starke (1968, pp 194ff) lists 
nine plans published between 1300 and 1700 for securing peace through the creation of a 
world government, a federation or council of states, or a collective security system, includ-
ing proposals by Dante (1960/1317) and William Penn (1693).

22. See, for example, Hart (1961), Bonkovsky (1980), Gong (1984), Kratochwil (1987, 
1989), Bok (1989), and Onuf (1989).

23. In addition to Buchanan (1991), see Kratochwil et al. (1985) and Walker and Mend-
lovitz (1990) for interesting discussions of the nature of sovereignty and the potential for 
changing it by nonviolent means. The literature on revolution is also relevant here; see, 
for example, Moore (1978).

24. See Deutsch et al. (1957).
25. Spiritual (religious and philosophical) and political support for the pacifist 

approach to peace goes back for millennia. The commitment of the Quakers and other 
peace churches over the past several centuries is well known. See, for example, Brock 
(1990) on the history of Quaker pacifism, and Kohn (1987) on the history of pacifist 
(mainly religious-based) opposition to the draft in the United States. In this century, pub-
lic interest in pacifism probably reached a peak in the period immediately before and after 
World War I.

Much of the post-1945 thought and literature on pacifism builds on the life and pub-
lications of Gandhi, particularly his An Autobiography: The Story of My Experiments with 
Truth (1957/1929) and other writings on Non-violent Resistance (Satyagraha) (1961), 
originally published primarily in the journal Young India in the 1920s and early 1930s. 
Among prominent civic and intellectual leaders who have studied and built on Gandhi’s 
theory of nonviolent resistance to oppression and injustice are Chester Bowles (1955), 
Erik Erikson (1969), Gene Sharp (1973), Johan Galtung (Galtung and Næss 1969), and 
Martin Luther King, Jr.

Stassen (1992) and Lakey (1987) take the pacifist approach in new directions, the for-
mer by offering an alternative to the religious tradition of just war thinking, the latter 
by incorporating a pacifist commitment to nonviolence in a comprehensive alternative 
lifestyle and view of society.

26. Samuel Huntington’s 1993 article in Foreign Affairs, “The Clash of Civilizations?” 
popularized the idea of a zone around the northern hemisphere, comprising industrialized 
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mainly Christian countries, in which peace might endure indefinitely while war continues 
in the Third World.

27. The only near-term risk of a major war in which the United States might partici-
pate involves the possibility of an attack by North Korea on South Korea; but even this 
is considered unlikely. See United States Department of Defense (1994, 1995, and 1996).

28. See, for example, “A Structural Theory of Aggression,” (Galtung 1975—, Vol. 3), 
and “A Structural Theory of Imperialism” (1975—, Vol. 4).

29. This school of thought is represented by a very large body of literature, which has 
roots in ancient and classical strategic theory, ranging from the Sun Tsu to Machiavelli, 
Hobbes, and Clausewitz. Modern theorists include Waltz (1959), Howard (1984), and 
Mearsheimer (1990).

30. Prominent among many liberal scholars who appear not to relish power balancing, 
but to see it as the least among evils and as strengthened by various forms of international 
cooperation on security matters, are the French scholar Raymond Aron (1955, 1973), 
Stanley Hoffmann (1965), the Australian Hedley Bull (et al., 1992), and the American 
Bernard Brodie (1973).

CHAPTER 3

1. While supported by the biological and psychological studies discussed in this chap-
ter, the distinction between socially sanctioned and nonsanctioned forms of individual 
and group violence and the rules (generalizations) about the motivational structures asso-
ciated with each represent an original theoretical contribution.

2. Moyer, who wrote the first comprehensive overview of the psychobiology of aggres-
sion (1976, p xvi), describes his own attempt to master the subject in the early 1970s as 
covering the following 18 fields (plus another 12 specialties which combine two fields): 
anatomy, anthropology, biochemistry, biology, ecology, electroencephalography, endocri-
nology, ethology, general medicine, genetics, neurology, pharmacology, physiology, pri-
matology, psychiatry, psychology, sociology, and zoology.

3. Book-length sources for this section which survey and summarize recent research on 
the genetic, neurobiological and biosocial nature and sources of aggressiveness are Ren-
frew (1997), Stoff and Cairns (1996), Hollander and Stein (1995), Shoham et al. (1995), 
Huesmann (1994), Glick and Roose (1993), and Geen (1990). Baron and Richardson 
(1994), updating Baron’s earlier survey work (1977), delineate competing approaches and 
schools of thought without attempting to reconcile differences or take a position on con-
troversial issues. Earlier survey works which, though dated, remain useful are Ramirez 
et al. (1987), Blanchard and Blanchard (1984, 1986), Moyer (1987), Donnerstein and Geen 
(1983), Brain and Benton (1981), and Krames et al. (1978). Moyer’s seminal study (1976), 
mentioned earlier, is still useful in providing a comprehensive framework for integrat-
ing research findings concerning the diverse genetic, biological, neurological, and social 
sources of aggressiveness in humans.

Useful recent survey works on aggressiveness in nonhuman primates and other ani-
mals, and the implications for aggressiveness in humans, are Silverberg and Gray (1992) 
and McGuinness (1987).

4. Adapted from Moyer (1976, 1987).
5. Crime statistics and the findings of criminologists have begun to be integrated into 

the biological and social scientific study of violence. Recent works of criminology which 
are particularly useful for this purpose and are the sources for the discussion of criminal 
violence are those of Johnson and Monkkonen (1996), Pallone and Hennessy (1996), Wei-
tekamp and Kerner (1994), Harvey and Gow (1994), Reidel (1993), Baenninger (1991), 
and Flowers (1989). See also Archer and Gartner (1984, 1988) and Gatrell et al. (1980).

6. Psychoanalytic accounts of aggressiveness are discussed below.
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7. See the sources cited above.
8. The account of early childhood development (or lack of development) of inhibi-

tions against violent behavior draws heavily on Landy and Peters (1992), a survey article 
the purpose of which is “to review research findings that have addressed the etiology of 
early aggressive conduct problems,” and to suggest a “developmental paradigm” for nor-
mal and abnormal development in this area. Additional sources on “social learning” as a 
source of violent or nonviolent behavior, most of which refer to some aspects of child-
hood development, are given in note 51.

9. The discussion of socialization processes in older children and teenagers draws on 
Archer (1994), Feshbach and Fraczek (1979), Feshbach and Zagrodzka (1997), Fraczek 
and Zumkley (1992), Peters et al. (1992), Potegal and Knutson (1994), Tedeschi and Felson 
(1994), and Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1982).

10. This phrase is the title of a groundbreaking work by Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1982).
11. The symbolic and physiological means by which the ability to control expression 

of affect is internalized in normal, healthy children are not well understood and, in the 
case of the symbolic aspect, have received surprisingly little study. Freud first wrote about 
the rechanneling of energy associated with affect that cannot be expressed directly and 
immediately in a socially acceptable form as a healthy process of “sublimation,” not to 
be confused with the unhealthy process of repression. But Freud associated sublima-
tion mainly if not exclusively with the channeling of sexual impulses into creative forms 
of work and expression. He did not do much to explore the sublimation of aggressive 
impulses, nor the sublimation that is inherent in the conduct of everyday life, apart from 
establishing the grand psychoanalytic scheme of the id (the raw impulses), the superego 
(the incorporation of society’s norms and demands), and the ego (the reconciliation of 
the two in the ability to exercise a healthy form of sublimation, rather than repression 
or acting out).

Among subsequent psychoanalytic theorists, one has explored sublimation “in the 
round,” that is, linking the process involved in specific acts of rechanneling affective or 
impulse energy to the more general process of ego formation and personality develop-
ment: Hans Loewald, in Sublimation: Inquiries into Theoretical Psychoanalysis (1988). 
Laplanche (1980) and Porret (1994) have devoted book-length works in French to the 
subject (Laplanche in the form of a series of public lectures, without notes or sources). 
Unfortunately, there is no cross-referencing between Loewald and Porret, and almost no 
cross-referencing of the English and French sources each cites, since most of the works 
cited by each have not been translated. Useful insights are also offered by Sandler et al. 
(1991), Bergler (1989) and Sterba and Daldin (1987/1930).

Norbert Elias, in The Civilizing Process (1978/1939), explored theoretically in greater 
detail and empirically in concrete cases (over the course of medieval and renaissance 
France) the relationship between growing social scale and complexity, and the increasing 
distance of behavior from immediate affect and impulse. His empirical work focused on 
the elaboration of social manners and concealment of bodily functions in court society, 
and the development of bourgeois society, as levers of political power in a society with a 
lengthening chain of stages of economic dependence and hierarchically structured power. 
A number of European sociologists and social theorists have built on Elias’ work, includ-
ing Honneth and Joas (1988), Mennell (1989), and Johnson and Monkkonen (1996).

Other approaches to the relationship between successively more complex forms of 
social organization, human nature (that is, genetically endowed capabilities and tenden-
cies), and social learning are offered by Glantz and Peace (1989), Maryanski and Turner 
(1992), and Stevens (1993). These works argue, respectively, that the biological endow-
ment of contemporary homo sapiens sapiens was shaped primarily by the lifestyles of the 
earliest hunter-gatherers, who lived from around 40,000 BC to around 7000 BC, or by the 
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last prehuman anthropoids, over a period of several hundred thousand years, or by the 
entire period of evolution from ape to human, over a period of two million years.

Older views of the relationship between civilization and human nature, less influenced 
by Freud or by contemporary applications of the theory of natural selection, are offered 
by Rousseau (1988/1755), Ferguson and Forbes (1966/1767), Condocet (1955/1795), 
Whitehead (1933), Schweitzer (1949), and Toynbee and Fowler (1950), as well as the 19th 
century philosophers Hegel, Comte, and Spencer. On the related organizing idea of “prog-
ress,” see Bury (1987/1932) for a study of the historical roots of the 19th and early 20th 
century view, and Lasch (1991) for a contemporary view, supplemented by an excellent 
bibliographical essay.

12. I have not found any social psychological studies which attempt, directly, to dif-
ferentiate between socially sanctioned and nonsanctioned forms of violence, with respect 
to the motives for participation. There is, however, a small body of literature on “crimes 
of obedience,” that is, acts of violence which are not morally sanctioned by the society at 
large, but which are sanctioned and even seemingly, socially or legally required within an 
aberrant subgoup of society at large. (In the case of Nazi Germany, society at large must 
be seen as either the international community, or Germany taken over a longer period of 
time.) Two important recent works on the sociology and social psychology of counter-
norm obedience are Crelinsten and Schmid (1994) and Kelman and Hamilton (1989). 
See also the collection of articles bu Sabini and Silver, Lifton, Kelman and Hamilton, and 
Fairbank under the rubric of “Political Psychology of Destructive Obedience and Geno-
cide,” in Kressel (1993). Studies of this topic do not, however, explore the sociology or 
social psychology of acts of violence which are neither criminal nor “counter-norm” with 
respect to the larger society, but, on the contrary, condoned or required by society. Several 
of the collected articles in The Psychology of War, edited by Betty Glad (1990), touch on 
the subject, but only glancingly. Most relevant is that by Kellett (1990), which shows that 
the motivation of soldiers on the battlefield is rooted more in honor, duty, and the desire 
for approval and respect from colleagues than in aggressive feelings. Kellett points out, 
however, that the leadership of crackerjack soldiers and airmen has a decisive impact on 
the morale and ftlineperformance of entire units; and he speculates that such leaders may 
be significantly more aggressive than the average soldier.

CHAPTER 4

1. See Chapter 2 for comments on structural violence.
2. See Davies (1981) and Hogg (1966), two general surveys which document practices 

of human sacrifice in a large number of countries (or prestate cultures) on all continents.
3. See Patnaik (1989), Boal (1982), Gohain (1977), Stutchbury (1982), and Basham 

(1954).
4. For Greece and Rome, see Green (1975), Bonfante (1984), Hughes (1991), Halm-

Tisserant (1993), Schwenn (1915), Detienne (1979), and Durand (1986). For Carthage, see 
Brown (1991), Heider (1985), Moscati (1987), and Ribichini (1987). For Israel, Syria, and 
Persia, see Green (1975); for Israel, see also note 61 below.

5. Studies of human sacrifice among the Mayans and Aztecs include Agrinier (1978), 
Berenson (1984), Duverger (1979), Fournier (1985), González Torres (1985), Hassig 
(1988), Hassler (1992), McGee (1983), Nájera (1987), and Serrano Sanchez (1993).

6. Beatty (1915) gives an unusually well-documented account of the practices of the 
“Human Leopard Society” of Sierra Leone, based on trial transcripts; and Ross (1989) 
and Schöppl von Sonnwalden (1992) give an equally well-documented account of human 
sacrifice among the Pawnee Indians.

7. Comparative analyses of the forms and purposes of human sacrifice are given in 
Bloch (1992), Lewis (1986), Scot (1899), Trumbull (1898), James (1933), Loeb (1923), and 
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Bourdillon and Fortes (1980). See also the works of Rene Girard, particularly Violence and 
the Sacred (1977) and Violent Origins (Burkert et al. 1987).

8. Patnaik (1989), pp 163–164.
9. Davies (1981).

10. See Smith et al. (1939), James (1933), Hillers (1983), Lasine (1991), and Visotzky 
(1983).

11. Green (1975), p 201.
12. Green (1975), citing C. L. Wooley, Ur Excavations: The Royal Cemetery, Vol II, 

Oxford (Oxford University Press), 1934.
13. Davies (1981), p 40.
14. Patnaik (1989).
15. See Watson (1980), Miller (1985), Sawyer (1986), and Steinfeld (1991) for global 

overviews of the practice of slavery. See also Dandamaev (1984/1974) for a remarkably 
detailed and well-documented study of slavery in Babylonia in 656–331 BC.

16. Virtually all of the sources on cannibalism in the Americas mention this practice. 
See, for example, Abler and Logan (1988), Abler (1992), Albert (1988), Balée (1984), Ber-
nal Andrade (1993), Carneiro (1990), Combès (1987, 1992), Forsyth (1985), Jamieson 
(1983), Pedersen (1987), Ross (1989), Schöppl von Sonnwalden (1992), Sicoli and Tart-
abini (1994), Sjørslev (1987), Steward (1946–1959), Castro (1984, 1992), Walens (1981), 
Whiffen (1915), Whitehead (1984, 1990).

17. In The Invention of Free Labor: The Employment Relation in English and American 
Law 1350–1870, Steinfeld (1991) argues that until the last century, the presumption for 
the majority of workers was not that labor was free, but that it was bound in various ways.

18. Hoch (1986).
19. See Emmons (1970), Hellie (1982), Hoch (1986), Holstein and Montefiore (1906), 

and Zaĭonchkovskĭĭ (1978).
20. For Britain see Keen (1990) and Stenton (1951); for continental Europe, see Bloch 

(1975), Wright (1966), Bonnassie (1991), and Freedman (1991); for Scandinavia, see Kar-
ras (1988).

21. Ellis (1833) gives an “abstract” of the population recorded in the Domesday book 
of 1086, which was enumerated by county: Ellis compiled the figures from each county 
for each class.

22. The Russian population estimates are provided in a remarkable document: an anal-
ysis of the results of the Russian 10th National Census (conducted in 1857) by Troĭnitskĭĭ 
(1982/1861), who was the chief of statistics, a man sympathetic to the impending eman-
cipation of the serfs (which the census was meant to facilitate), and later the Minister of 
the Interior charged with implementing this reform.

23. See Kemble (1841a).
24. See Kemble (1841b).
25. The lengthening of the average life span over the course of development of more 

complex societies is discussed in Chapter 6.
26. See Curtis (1988) for a brief overview and Mallory (1989) for a more thorough, 

scholarly overview of the theory of the origins and expansion of the proto-Indo-Europeans.  
The Chalice and the Blade, covering much of the same material, argues that the Indo-Euro-
pean expansion replaced more developed societies which had a female primary goddess 
and peace-oriented cultures with a more crude culture, prone to wandering and plunder-
ing, with a male primary god who represented and rewarded success in warfare.

27. See Wolfram (1988/1979) for a history of the successive Gothic invasions that 
occurred between 291 and 582.

28. Morgan (1986) reports that at the apogee of the Mongol empire, the Mongol 
culture supported a violently destructive form of aggression in which most adult males 
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participated: not only did they make a career of attacking others and seizing their wealth, 
in addition, in response to the unprovoked execution of their diplomatic negotiators by 
Persian leaders, they decimated Persian cities, killing hundreds of thousands of civilians 
and destroying the property they could not carry off.

29. A third, related explanation for the apparent aggressiveness of the Indo-Europeans, 
typical of the “ethological” analysis of culture, is that men who were genetically more 
aggressive may have fared better in the nomadic, pastoral lifestyle, leading over a period 
of centuries to a greater proclivity for aggression among peoples with this lifestyle than 
is typical in an agricultural setting, in which the traits of patience, industry, and placidity 
would be rewarded with material and social success.

CHAPTER 5

1. The sample is drawn from the circa 1,000 contemporary and historical cultures 
covered in Murdock’s Ethnographic Atlas (1967) and Murdock and White’s “Standard 
Cross-Cultural Sample” (2006/1969) of the world, discussed further below.

2. Divine Hunger (Sanday, 1986).
3. Eli Sagan, a psychiatrist who lectures at the New School, wrote a thoughtful, widely 

cited work on the forms of and reasons for cannibalism, Cannibalism: Human Aggression 
and Cultural Form (1974). He makes a persuasive argument that both exocannibalism and 
endocannibalism, which he refers to as “aggressive” and “affectionate cannibalism,” have 
roots in the desire of the nursing infant to meet all needs by actual eating up and becoming 
one with the source of all nourishment and security (oral incorporation), and the infant’s 
frustration at not being able to do so (oral aggression). Sanday does not make explicit 
exactly why one might expect the likelihood of cannibalism to increase as a function of 
the length of the postpartum sexual taboo. In cross-cultural studies, other anthropologists 
have shown that this factor does tend to be associated with a greater incidence of socially 
sanctioned aggression on the part of adult males.

4. Schöppl von Sonnwalden adds to this list (p. 19) a case that involves the mingling of 
blood by two leaders who were uniting their tribes in a binding treaty. But this example is 
out of place: it merely underscores the importance of orality in the concept of cannibalism 
as practiced by simple societies, and in the revulsion to cannibalism experienced in the 
modern world. Blood transfusions and organ transplants represent the literal integration 
of parts of one person into another; but because in these practices the alimentary canal is 
bypassed and the procedure is antiseptic, the wholesale incorporation of a physical part 
of one person into another is not revolting to the modern mind, and does not entail the 
same sense of violation of dignity of another human being.

5. See note 86.
6. It is likely that Volhard and Sagan, following early travelers’ accounts, mistakenly 

interpreted the cannibal rituals that follow war as victory celebrations, when in reality, as 
indicated by 20th century ethnographies and by recent reviews of the early sources, these 
rituals were the main or sole war objectives: that is, the purpose of war was to transfer the 
soul stuff, courage, and fertility possessed by other tribes to oneself and one’s own tribe.

7. See Gordon-Grube (1993).

CHAPTER 6

1. On this point see Habermas (1979) and Honneth and Joas (1988/1980).
2. This idea, in some form, is found in nearly all anthropological studies of the ori-

gins and significance of ritual cannibalism, and is illustrated the titles of the following 
book-length works: The Mouth of Heaven: An Introduction to Kwakiutl Religious Thought 
(Goldman 1981); Cannibalisme et Immortalite: L’Enfant dans le Chaudron en Grece 
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Ancienne (Cannibalism and Immortality: The Child in the Cauldron in Ancient Greece) 
(Halm-Tisserant 1993); Vital Souls: Bororo Cosmology, Natural Symbolism, and Shaman-
ism (Crocker 1985); and Divine Hunger: Cannibalism as a Cultural System (Sanday 1986). 
Death and the Regeneration of Life is the title of a collection of essays edited by Bloch and 
Parry (1982) which includes articles about ritual cannibalism and other mortuary rituals.

3. Not surprisingly, the number of victims in burial sacrifice was inversely proportional 
to the wealth and power of the deceased: at one end of the spectrum, kings and emperors 
were buried with a huge retinue; at the other end, a wealthy farmer might be accompanied 
to the grave (or, in modern India, funeral pyre) by his wife.

4. See, for example, Mueller (1989), Luard (1986), and Keegan (1993).
5. In addition to Julian Steward (1955, 1977), this section draws on several general 

works on the theory of cultural evolution, that is, the theory of the features and causes 
of the development of successively larger and more complex societies over the course 
of human history. Approaching the subject from the perspectives of different schools of 
thought and different disciplines, these are: Boyd and Richerson (1985), Kroeber (1963), 
Lesser (1985), Bradie (1994), and Ingold (1988a, 1988b).

6. The discussion in this section of the differences between simple hunter-gatherer 
cultures and early agricultural states is based on three groups of scholarly sources: first, 
those which give overviews of prehistoric societies and modern-day hunter-gatherer soci-
eties, such as Clark (1969, 1970, 1977), Ingold et al. (1988a, 1988b), Leakey and Lewin 
(1977, 1979), Rouse (1972), and Wenke (1980); second, studies which review the factors 
involved in the rise of early states and the development of increasingly complex societies, 
notably Adams (1966), Fried (1967), Polgar (1975), Friedman and Rowlands (1978), Bos-
erup (1981), Haas (1982), Sandars (1985), Haas et al. (1987), Johnson and Earle (1987), 
Cohen and Toland (1988), Kraus (1990), Upham (1990), and Lewellen (1992); and third, 
the ethnologies and histories of individual cultures and groups of cultures used as sources 
for Chapters 4 and 5 and the Appendix.

7. Ester Boserup’s seminal study Population and Technological Change (1981) makes a 
carefully argued case for the “population push” origin of larger and more complex soci-
eties. In a recent article, Netting (1990), while building on Boserup’s analysis, suggests 
that the rise of the early city states was less a product of the “intensification” of food 
production per worker through technological innovation than of the absolute size of the 
surrounding agricultural population in a given area. Like Boserup, Service stressed the 
benefits of early states as causes of their formation, including “increased production, a 
structure of redistribution which alleviates local disparities in resources. . ., and the rise 
of an . . . administrative structure which . . . would enhance and support the role of the 
chief, the court, and the priesthood, and ultimately would benefit the citizenry to a certain 
extent” (Yengoyan 1991).

8. Elman Service was a principal theorist of the characteristics of successively more 
complex forms of social organization, which he identified as band, tribe (a cluster of 
bands), chiefdom (a cluster of tribes), and primitive state (1971b). Many anthropologists 
have avoided the topic of the evolution of organizational scale and complexity on the 
grounds that it is hard to identify a set of well-defined features that are associated with 
any given form of organization between the small egalitarian band, with no hierarchically 
structured authority of any kind, and the complex early city-state. For the same reason, 
Service himself (1971a, p 157) later settled on just three groupings, which he called egali-
tarian society, hierarchical society and archaic civilization or classical empire.

9. On this point, two caveats must be added: First, the forms of institutionalized vio-
lence that arose in conjunction with new forms of organization in the past seem to have 
been located at weak points in the structure of society or the fabric of social thought, where 
sources of support were vulnerable to natural failure or human exploitation. Conceivably, 
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new forms of institutionalized violence could arise in future in areas where the benefits of 
the new global interpenetration of finance, communications, and trade are susceptible to 
failure or interruption. Such a development would not necessarily negate the existence of 
a more general, longer-term trend toward the abolition of all forms of socially sanctioned 
violence; it could merely stretch out the period over which the decline in tolerance for 
institutionalized violence takes place.

Second, there are signs that the overarching project of the modern age—to make every 
family in every country healthy, wealthy, and wise, enfranchised, and violence-free—
has not merely stalled but gone into reverse. The regressive trends include not merely a 
steadily rising rate of violent crime and a new surge of ethnic conflict, but also increased 
use of drugs; the rise of new global criminal networks for the acquisition and sale of drugs; 
the rise of unprotected early sex leading to growing rates of teenage pregnancy, venereal 
disease, and AIDS; declining national products and high unemployment rates in both 
rich and poor countries; and the conditions of anarchy or near-anarchy in many parts of 
the world.

The perspective presented in this essay does suggest that war could end in the foresee-
able future despite these trends. The key point is that the likelihood of war is a function 
not of turmoil and fear, but of beliefs about the acceptability of war as a means of resolv-
ing problems, and the actual utility of war as a means of addressing the issues at hand. 
Apart from local failures of government, which invite local wars, none of the conditions 
described above is amenable to amelioration by resort to warfare. Going to war will not, 
for example, reduce teenage pregnancy, AIDS, or drug use, nor even restore employment 
and economic growth over the longer term.

APPENDIX

1. In quoting from book reviews, the author did not provide page numbers, but the full 
citations to the reviews are listed in the Bibliography.

2. Three book reviews—Barrett (1991), Guzman (1992), and Overmyer (1994)—make 
clear that Chong’s work is, to date, the only systematic study of the roughly 50 written Chi-
nese primary sources (the corpus of official and unofficial histories of China by emperor 
and dynasty) on the subject.

3. Indicative of the remaining strength of the language barrier, and of a partially offset-
ting trend toward English as the lingua franca of science, are the relatively rapid publica-
tion in English translation of a major, book-length Brazilian study (Castro 1992) and the 
publication of virtually simultaneous articles announcing major new findings by the same 
authors in prominent scientific journals in France and the United States (Villa, Bouville 
et al., 1986; Villa, Courtin et al. 1986).

4. See, for example, Nicolaïdis and Nicolaïdis, “Incorporation, pédophile, inceste”(1993), 
and the David Spain et al. roundtable in the Journal of Psychohistory (incorporating the 
Journal of Psychoanalytic Anthropology), “Incest Theory: Are There Three Aversions?” 
(1988). See also related works by M. Masud Khan (1973) and Jacques André (1988).

5. Works of psychological (or psychoanalytic) theory focusing on failed ego devel-
opment associated with infantile oral-cannibalistic neuroses include Erich Fromm’s The 
Anatomy of Human Destructiveness (1973) and related recent articles, such as Giorgio 
Zanocco, “Reflections on a Theme: A Revision of the Concept of Psychopathic Person-
ality” (1973); Carl Goldberg, “The Daimonic Development of the Malevolent Personal-
ity” (1995); and James O. Koretz, “Passivity and Destructiveness: The Re-integration of 
Aggression into Object Relations Theory” (1986). See also M. Benezech et al., “Cannibal-
ism and Vampirism in Paranoid Schizophrenia” (1981).

6. In some cases, anthropological works about cannibalism employ psychoanalytic 
theory. See, for example, Peggy Reeves Sanday, Divine Hunger: Cannibalism as a Cultural 
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System (1986); Jonathan Friedman, “Consuming Desires: Strategies of Selfhood and 
Appropriation” (1991); Jadran Mimica, “The Incest Passions: An Outline of the Logic of 
the Iqwaya Social Organization” (1991); and Jay Mechling, “High Kybo Floater: Food and 
Feces in the Speech Play at a Boy Scout Camp” (1984). In other cases, psychologists com-
ment on culture in works of psychoanalytic theory, for example, Jean-Claude Arfouilloux, 
“Laios cannibale” (1993); Steven L. Ablon, “Play: ‘Time to Murder and Create’ ” (1993); 
Jacques André, “Le privilege: Les deux theories freudiennes de l’originaire social” (1988); 
and Gail Carr Feldman, “Satanic Ritual Abuse: A Chapter in the History of Human Cru-
elty” (1995). Occasionally, a work is situated equally in the two fields; psychologist Eli 
Sagan provides one such study in Cannibalism: Human Aggression and Cultural Form 
(1974).

7. The extent of literary and artistic allusions to cannibalism is brought home in a 
profusely illustrated German work entitled Menschenfresser in der Kunst und Literature, in 
fernen Ländern, Mythen, Märchen und Satiren, in Dramen, Liedern, Epen und Romanen: 
eine kannibalische Text-Bild-Dokumentation mit 123 Abbilddungen [Cannibalism in Art 
and Literature, in Foreign Lands, Myths, Fairy Tales and Satire, in Theater, Song, Epic and 
Fiction: A Word-Picture Documentation of Cannibalism with 123 Illustrations] (Thom-
sen 1983).

8. The passage continues that the most tender man “will act so meanly toward his 
brother, the wife of his bosom, and the remaining children that may be left to him, that 
he will not give any of them any of the flesh of his children he has to eat, since there is 
nothing else left to him in the stress of the siege. . . . ” Similarly, the most tender women 
“will act meanly toward the husband of her bosom, her son, and her daughter, both in 
case of the after birth that may come from her womb and the children that she may bear; 
for she shall secretly eat these for want of everything in the stress of the siege.” (28: 54–57) 
(see Visotzky 1983).

9. Hymn of the Primeval Man, Rig Veda X:90, translation in Basham (1954) as cited 
by Tannahill (1975, pp 22–23).

10. See, for example, Green (1975), Hughes (1991), Schwenn (1915), Halm-Tisserant 
(1993), Detienne (1979), and Durand (1986).

11. Fenton comments that “anyone familiar with the Psalms will know that people 
are for ever being eaten by their enemies and foes; they are consumed and swallowed up 
by those who hate them. There are at least twenty-eight instances of the vocabulary of 
ingestion in the Psalter, where the thing being eaten is human .  .  . One can see how, in 
the Old Testament eating people expresses hostility by noting the subjects of the eating 
verbs: enemies and foes do it; the abyss does it; evildoers do it; lions, fire and the sword 
do it. You have to be against people, to eat them; eating people in the Old Testament is 
never a friendly or amiable activity. Moreover, there is no sense that the eater of people is 
nourished by it; all the emphasis is on the destruction of the victim, none on the benefit 
that accrues to the consumer” (Fenton 1991, p 420, emphasis added). In other words, the 
symbolic consumption of Jesus’ body and blood was intended to be not a ritual act linking 
man and god, but a reminder, given to the disciples in advance of their betrayal of him, of 
the sinfulness of man—of the expectation of man’s betrayal and general weakness—which 
was the proximate cause of Jesus’ death and from which he sought to redeem humankind.

This plausible interpretation of Jesus’ instructions at the Last Supper is totally at odds 
with the 2000-year practice of the Eucharist as a ritual conferring grace or forgiveness of 
sins. In 1215, ending a many-centuries-long dispute over whether the communion ritual 
represented a reminder of Christ’s sacrifice or a form of participation in it, Pope Inno-
cent III decreed that the wafer and wine, once consecrated, did not merely symbolize but 
actually became the body and blood of Christ (Davies 1981). Nonetheless, a Protestant 
theologian, rejecting both the version of the Eucharist endorsed by the Catholic Church, 
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with its parallel to cannibal rituals, and the Fenton interpretation, which would invalidate 
centuries of Christian practice, offered a third interpretation in a response to Fenton’s 
article. Robert Morgan, lecturer in New Testament Studies at Oxford and Priest-in-Charge 
of Sandford-on-Thames, argues in the response (Morgan, 1991) that a careful compara-
tive reading of the Gospels shows that at the Last Supper, Jesus meant nothing more than 
literally “breaking bread which represents his body, and eating the bread and drinking 
the cup” (p. 425, emphasis in the original)—that is, a reminder of his coming sacrifice. 
Though less consistent with Old and New Testament allusions to eating than Fenton’s 
view, this interpretation is, like Fenton’s, more consistent with the Jewish traditions of 
Jesus’ era than is the cannibal-like Roman Catholic interpretation.

Both Fenton and Morgan ignore the presence in the Old Testament of older Jewish 
traditions involving God’s demand for sacrifices of the first of everything, including the 
firstborn child; God’s command to Abraham to spare Isaac’s life, marking the start of an 
era when animal sacrifice replaced human sacrifice; and the subsequent ritual consump-
tion by priests of symbolic portions of sacrificed animals, with specific instructions con-
cerning the parts to be consumed and the timing of the consumption.

Given the rapid identification by some early Christians of the Eucharist as confer-
ring personal participation in Jesus’ sacrifice through the consumption of his “body and 
blood,” it is hard to avoid the conclusion that even if it was not the intention of Jesus at the 
Last Supper, nor of his New Testament chroniclers, the Christian practice of communion 
was quickly confounded with ancient sacrifice-cum-consumption religious rituals. More-
over, the Church’s medieval insistence that communicants actually consume the body and 
blood of Christ makes the Christian practice of communion parallel perfectly, in symbolic 
form, other earlier religious practices of sacrifice and cannibalism.

12. Another sign of the “coming of age” of animal cannibalism studies in 1992 was 
the presence of a panel on “Cannibalism and Infanticide” at the annual meeting of the 
American Zoological Society (Anon. 1992).
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