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Runctions of Primitive war. Hypotheses presented
- by various writers are concerned with the functions
of primitive war in maintaining or regulating certain
“economic variables. According to these hypotheses,
. __war breaks out between groups when the inequalities
g in their possession of, or access to, certain econo-~-
- -mic goods-or resources reach a certain magnitude.
Such hypotheses are "functional" ones 1f they go on
"to state that the effect of the wgrfare 1s to reduce
.the inequalities to an acceptable level, Examples
. are hypotheses that say that the distraibution of
camels among Bedouins and of horses among Plains
Indians is regulated when groups with too many
"'animals‘b?ggme the victims of stock-raiding by enemy

Warriors. . With respect to certain primitive
people who are not pastoralists, similar hypotheses

—-Nave been presented, but with land
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Similar to these h¥potheses relating to economic
'.-variables are certain hypotheses about the regqulation
| of demographic variables. In these, the 'resources"
'~ that are redistributed as a result of warfare are N,
humans, especially i1n some cases, those belonging to
some particular age or sex category. Autonomous lo-
-cal groups are small enough in much of the primitive
world to be subject to considerable fluctuations in
size, sex ratio, and age distribution as a result of
chance variations in natality and mortalaty. The
taking of war captives is one possible means of
counteracting the imbalances resulting from such
chance variations, and the capture of women in
particular is mentioned in the traditional accounts
of primitive warfare in various parts of the world.
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The redistraibution of land as a result of primitive
war can, of course, equally be seen as a redistribu-
tion of people upon the land - a victorious group's
movement into a vanquished and dispossessed enemy's
former territory. Should there by no place to which
the vanquished can flee, the answer to problems of
local population pressure may, it has been suggested,
be heavy battle mortality rather than simply dispersal
or redistraibution. This familiar Malthusian hypo-
thesis, attributing to war the function of reducing
population pressure through effects on mortality,
receives some support from accounts of primitive
-  warfare in such regions as New Guinea. I know of
“"one New Guinea local group of some 300 people that

was literally decimated in a single campaign, and
there are other reports of entire village communities,
both i1n New Guinea and elsewhere, that were extermina-
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Another hypothesis i1n the study of primitive war is
one of deterrence, or 'preventive war'": warfare
undertaken by a group to avenge insult, theft, non-
“payment of bride-price, abduction, rape, poaching,
__trespass, wounding, killing, or some other offense
committed against its members deters members of other
-groups from committing further offenses,. Putting 1t
in more explicitly functional terms, we can say that
when some such variable as the number, frequency, or
magnitude of the offenses committed against a group
exceeds a certain value, then the group goes to war,
and thereafter, at least temporarily, the number,
frequency, or magnitude of offenses committed

declaines. The hypothesis focuses attention on what
has been called "fighting for revenge' among primitive
societaes. The reports on numerous societies of 1

swidden agraculturists in various parts of the world
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and even on sgme of the simplest societies of hunt
and gatherers”, often emphasize the role of fighti
in helping to satisfy aggrieved peoples' desire fo
revenge. However, the possibility of deterrence -
the part that the fighting may play in maintaining

--the -integrity of groups and their possessions -~ cl«
needs also to be considered.
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Hypotheses about functions of primitive war in
regulating psychological variables have often been
presented. The notion that primitive war may ope-
- rate to keep such variables as anxiety, tension, and
hostility from exceeding certain limits 1s implicit
in the statements of anthropologists who speak of
primitive wars as "flight from grief" devices™, as
"enabling a people to give expression to anger
caused by a disturbance of the internal harmony"
and as serving to divert intrasocietal hostility onto
substitute objects”. Some support for such genera-
lizations 1s provided by native informants' descrip-
' tions of the antecedents of wars in which they or

—

g

their ancestors have been invglved. A good example
‘ 1s an account given to Whting Dby one of his infor-
mants 1n the Sepik District of New Guinea. The

= man said he had organized a raid because his wife had
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made his "belly hot with anger'™ by taunting haim,
~__Whiting presents this as an illustration of
aggression being generated within a group and then
finding an outlet against another group., I
" obtained a number of similar accounts in 1963 in the
course of field work among the Marlng-speakegs of the
Bismarck Mountains in Australian New Guinea.
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the reduced pressure on the land means that the
— --daminution. of per capita food supply and the 1increase
' of intragroup competition over resources are arrested,
. and that domestic frustrations and other zn-group
Excerpt of Vayda, A. P. 1967b:.,,Hyp0theses about Functions of War,” in: Natural H-istory, Vol. 76 (f967), pp. 40-70.
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Sdufar, I haJé, for the most part, presented e§ch

-hypothesis- as being concerned with the regulation

1 of a single variable. It should, however, be noted
“that there also are hypotheses concerning the relatior
between functions in the regulation of one variable

" and functions in the regulation of another. Thus, a
more elaborate hypothesis than those previously

given would be the following: (1) a diminishing per ,
capita food supply and increasing intragroup
competition for resources generate intense domestic
frustrations and other in-group tensions: (2) when
these tensions reach a certain level, release 1s
sought in warfare with an enemy group; (3) a result
of the warfare 1s reduction of the pressure of people

upon the land, either because of heavy battle
mortality or because of the victorious group's taking
lgs defeated and dispersed enemy's territory; (4)
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the reduced pressure on the land means that the
- --diminution of per capita food supply and the increase
of intragroup competition over resources are arrested,
__and that domestic frustrations and other zn-group
! tensions can be kept within tolerable limits.
According to this hypothesis, psychological, demo=~
graphic, and economic variables are all being regula-
" "ted, with the regulation of one variable being
_dependent upon the regulation of another.
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Reciprocally, some possible functions of civilized
war are hardly to be expected in the warfare of
primitive societies, Thus, any functions dependent
on the subjugation and subsequent economic exploita-
tlon.of enemy populations cannot obtain in the truly
prlgltive world where neither food production nor
political mechanisms are sufficiently developed for
the support and control of ecoTlecally exploitable
+  Classes of laborers or slaves. * Similarly, the
freguently encountered hypothesis that attributes to
civil or intrasocietal war some functions in checking
or.stopping abuses of political power cannot apply to
primitive societies in which no persons or groups are
sufficiently strong to significantly abuse power, It

1s true that intrasocietal wars in Pglynesian chief-
ta1nc1es4gglor to European dlscoveryg and i1n African

kingdoms may have functioned to check abuses of
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__power, but_ these societies, with their elaborate

‘hierarchies-of authority, are not truly primitive

in terms of political criteria, even 1f theg trait of
writing, sometimes regarded as the diagnestic of
civilized status, was not part of their cultures.
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