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There is a long-running debate in anthropology considering whether warfare has
deep roots and played an important role in our evolutionary history, or if the
practice instead emerged with the advent of agriculture and the changes asso-
ciated with it. On one side, a significant body of research has pointed to
similarities in intergroup aggression between chimpanzees and humans in argu-
ing that warfare has a deep antiquity, with some aspects extending back before
the hominin lineage split from the ancestors of chimpanzees (Gat 2015; Wilson
and Glowacki 2017; Wrangham 1999; Wrangham and Glowacki 2012). Other
scholars instead emphasize the human capacity for peace and intergroup coop-
eration, arguing that coalitionary violence was largely rare or nonexistent until
the development of agriculture around 10,000 years ago (Ferguson 2011; Fry 2013;
Fry and Söderberg 2013; Fuentes 2017).

In Emergent Warfare in Our Evolutionary Past, anthropologists Nam C.
Kim and Marc Kissel seek a middle ground, arguing that warfare began with
the origins of Homo sapiens sometime between 200,000 and 300,000 years
ago. Kim and Kissel agree with the likes of Ferguson (2011) and Fry (2013)
that human warfare is fundamentally unique in the natural world, but they
argue that rather than being a result of socioecological changes associated with
the agricultural revolution, warfare is instead a consequence of our unique
cooperative abilities. “In other words, the emergence of warfare is intimately
connected to the emergence of human nature” (2018: 3), they write. Our great
capacity for complex communication through language, and our abilities to
engage in extensive cooperation, make us well-equipped for both warfare and
“peacefare.”
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The core insight in Kim and Kissel’s book is an important one: unlike other
species, humans engage in violent conflict for all manner of culturally deter-
mined reasons. Revenge raids, headhunting expeditions, accusations of
sorcery—human societies throughout history have fought for numerous causes
that don’t seem to have a clear analog in nature. Nonetheless, while these
differences are important, there are some core similarities between human
warfare and chimpanzee violence that are, unfortunately, only briefly covered
and generally downplayed by the authors.

Kim and Kissel do devote about 10 pages to chimpanzee coalitionary violence, and
they acknowledge that “Overall, the accumulated data on chimpanzees suggest ‘that we
probably share with them the potential for severe aggression between groups and male
coercion of females’ (Fuentes 2012:129)” (2018:37). However, they ultimately argue
that “human forms of organized violence are qualitatively different than those seen in
other species, despite some similarities along certain dimensions” (2018:48), and they
describe their skepticism of the idea “that chimpanzee warfare is analogous to early
human warfare, as we emphasize the evolutionary arc of human warfare as being
distinctive to the human niche” (2018:144). To support their argument that human
warfare is fundamentally unique, and distinct from that of chimpanzees, they claim that
“the cultural dimensions of warfare of any human society, whether a nation-state of a
billion people or a small band of twenty-five, arguably have more in common with each
other than with aspects of organized violence within other species” (2018:49). How-
ever, this argument has some problems. In the following, Kim and Kissel reference a
paper by Wrangham and Glowacki (2012) that compares intergroup aggression in
chimpanzees and nomadic hunter-gatherers:

Even those researchers that see parallels between the intergroup aggression of
chimpanzee communities and that of human hunter-gatherer communities still
acknowledge important differences. Primatologists Richard Wrangham and Luke
Glowacki (2012), for instance, observe clear contrasts in regards to risk-taking
and risk-aversion. Both chimpanzees and humans are equally risk-averse to
fighting, due to the potential for injury and death. But, self-sacrificial war
practices are found in humans (think kamikaze suicide attacks during World
War II), and they result from cultural systems of group solidarity, prestige,
obligation, reward, punishment, and coercion rather than evolved adaptations to
greater risk-taking (2018:49).

Now, the last sentence of this passage is nearly a direct quote from Wrangham and
Glowacki’s paper, with one key omission. Wrangham and Glowacki (2012:5) write that
“When self-sacrificial war practices are found in humans, therefore, they result from
cultural systems of reward, punishment, and coercion rather than evolved adaptations to
greater risk-taking” [emphasis added]. The inclusion of the word “when” is very
important because in many small-scale societies, and particularly among nomadic
hunter-gatherers, you don’t often see the kamikaze-style suicide attacks, or the
degree of high-risk battles, that have been found in state-level societies.
Wrangham and Glowacki (2012:21) note that “Although raiders certainly en-
countered risks from being ambushed or otherwise confronted, we have found
no accounts of hunter-gatherer war that included deliberately risky behavior

Human Nature



leading to death.” In both chimpanzees and nomadic hunter-gatherer societies,
intergroup killings tend to occur when there is a strong asymmetry of power
between groups, when attackers have a strong numerical advantage, or when
the element of surprise is in their favor (Wrangham and Glowacki 2012).

This pattern ends up being quite awkward for Kim and Kissel’s argument.
On the one hand, we have strong similarities between chimpanzee intergroup
violence and that of small-scale warfare among hunter-gatherers, where imbal-
ances of power are key and the ambush represents a primary mode of attack.
On the other hand, we see a different pattern in many larger societies, where
we may see suicide attacks, more evenly matched large-scale battles, and fights
in which one side may fight to the death even when severely outnumbered. In
trying to lump all of human warfare together as a fairly singular phenomenon,
this distinction ends up being missed.

A plausible middle ground is that many elements of human warfare stem
from the evolutionary heritage we share with chimpanzees, but that cultural
evolution can lead to patterns of intergroup conflict that are indeed unique in
the natural world. Kim and Kissel likely would not disagree with that, although
their book could have benefited from a more thorough exploration of these
topics. Otterbein (2009) covers aspects of this, noting that uncentralized polit-
ical systems more often use ambush attacks, whereas “Centralized political
systems are more likely to have a basic pattern composed of line [attacks]
and siege operations. With the rise of fortifications to protect villagers or city
dwellers from surprise attack, military organizations intent on destroying vil-
lages and cities develop siege operations that can destroy walls and fortifications”
(Otterbein 2009:101).

Easily the most disappointing part of Kim and Kissel’s book is their treat-
ment of sex differences in warfare. They devote a scant two pages to “Violence
and Gender,” focused almost entirely on some notable examples of female
participation in war and cautioning researchers not to “equate warfare in the
past with men” (2018:78). This is fine as far as it goes, but failing to give
attention to the well-established pattern of greater male participation in war
across cultures—in a book that is ostensibly about the emergence of warfare—
is an omission that borders on the irresponsible. Sex differences in participation
in warfare are widely documented (Goldstein 2001) and are clearly illustrated
by male-biased casualty rates (Beckerman and Lizarralde 1995), capture of
women (Otterbein 2000; Walker and Bailey 2013), greater reproductive success
for participants (Chagnon 1988; Glowacki and Wrangham 2015), and other
material and cultural rewards oriented particularly to male participants
(Glowacki and Wrangham 2013; Glowacki et al. 2018).

Later on, Kim and Kissel state, “As we will discuss, the notion that men are more
violent than women is a commonly held belief. However, this is not necessarily true”
(2018:127). Yet, as far as I can tell, they never revisit this idea again. Although some
research has indicated little evidence of sex differences in lower-cost physical aggres-
sion (Archer 2000), in every known society males commit significantly more lethal
violence than females do, as seen across hunter-gatherer societies (Fry and Söderberg
2013) and nation-states alike, with males committing more than 95% of homicides
globally (UN Office of Drugs and Crime 2013). Kim and Kissel fail to address a core
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ethnographic fact: warfare is a highly gendered behavior, almost exclusively male, and
biological sex differences are a key factor in understanding the emergence of warfare.

It is impossible to disagree with Kim and Kissel when they write that “The
anthropological lesson is clear: violence, while having biological roots, is mediated
by culture” (2018:211). The nuance represented in remarks such as this are a strength of
the book and were well-emphasized in a recently published summary of their argument
(Kissel and Kim 2019). Despite this, their core claim that human warfare is fundamen-
tally unique in the natural world could have been better illustrated with a deeper
examination into coalitionary violence in nonhuman animals, particularly among other
primates and chimpanzees, as well as greater attention to what the ethnographic record
tells us about cultural patterns of warfare. As it is, the central premise is repeated on
multiple occasions but never systematically investigated or adequately supported,
leaving the reader with an incomplete grasp of the topic at hand. Undoubtedly, some
elements of human warfare are unique in the natural world, but illustrating these
differences requires a more thorough overview than is offered in Emergent Warfare
in Our Evolutionary Past.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and
institutional affiliations.
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