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Warfare among hunter-gatherer societies: Considering
promoting/preventive factors of inter-group violence

Naoko Matsumoto

Abstract: The aim of this paper is to discuss the factors which promote or prevent warfare through
an examination of current arguments over the origin of warfare and archaeological data. Warfare is a
social behavior which develops on the basis of moral standards that value parochial altruism, loyalty
to the group and its leader, and obedience to authority. While physical attack can be observed among
many species, only humans conduct warfare because morality is a human universal. Contrary to the
currently popular understanding that the origin of warfare goes back to the beginning of human
history, systematic examination of the rate of violence seen in skeletal remains indicates that warfare
was not prevalent among prehistoric hunter-gatherer societies. Moral values promoting egalitarianism,
sharing, autonomy, mutual aid, and unrestricted generosity, which are effectively maintained among
peaceful hunter-gatherer societies through mutual monitoring and the power of reputation, prevent the
concentration of power and inter-group violence. These cultural/cognitive tendencies evolved among
prehistoric foragers as the promotion of peaceful relationships beyond the kinship-level was more
positively adaptive.

Keywords: Origin of warfare; egalitarianism; power; parochial altruism; gender.



