
What makes war? Assessing Iron Age warfare through
mortuary behaviour and osteological patterns of violence.

Item Type Thesis

Authors King, Sarah S.

Rights <a rel="license" href="http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/3.0/"><img alt="Creative Commons License"
style="border-width:0" src="http://i.creativecommons.org/l/by-
nc-nd/3.0/88x31.png" /></a><br />The University of Bradford
theses are licenced under a <a rel="license" href="http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/">Creative
Commons Licence</a>.

Download date 19/05/2023 19:06:38

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10454/5423

http://hdl.handle.net/10454/5423


   

 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 

The role of the archaeologist in dialogues on violence is to illustrate the 

perspective only the deep past can provide.  The ability to study long-term 

patterns and changes over time and space can add a great deal to 

interpretations of warfare and violence.  It can reveal patterns in the evolution of 

violence from its origins with early man to modern warfare.  But if archaeological 

debates are to have relevance in the modern world, they must situate violence 

within its social context and seek to understand the human experience for both 

combatants and the greater community.   

 

Violence is not necessarily biologically determined.  Despite the fact that it 

appears in most cultures, it is a socially constructed phenomenon.  Society 

influences both the level of violence, as well as the type of physical 

manifestation (Walker 1997).  Violence and warfare are choices made by a 

group or groups of people in reaction to a stimulus, but not a foregone 

conclusion.  In order to understand the social contexts of violence, 

archaeologists must ask community oriented questions of the evidence (King 

2010). How did violence affect the community?  Who was involved?  If the 

evidence is substantial enough to indicate warfare, where are the warriors, and 

how did their society view them? 

 



   

 2 

Warfare is not restricted to the combatants.  The rest of the community acted 

either as instigators, victims or even arbitrators. For instance, among the 

Andaman Islanders, the women conducted the peace negotiations, and could 

prolong a feud as long as they remained angry (Radcliffe-Brown 1964: 85-86; 

Kelly 2000).  Studies of modern and historic wars have often included 

descriptions of personal experience, whether it be letters written by soldiers or 

interviews with survivors, refugees, and families that remain home sending off 

their loved ones to battle (Wells 1995; Berlin et al. 1998; Michultka et al. 1998).  

These studies benefit from significant documentary sources as well as living 

informants.    In prehistory, these sources are lacking.  Archaeologists are 

restricted to the artefacts left behind, which rarely include written accounts of 

personal experience.  That does not mean it is impossible to understand the 

prehistoric human experience.  It simply means that archaeologists must 

combine many lines of evidence to build as broad a view of the past as 

possible. 

 

Human remains are an integral line of evidence in the study of violence in the 

past because they retain markers of trauma and injury and so provide clear 

evidence for violent behaviour that is not usually visible in artefactual or 

architectural remains. Unlike ethnographic reports or historical documents that 

can be skewed by the interpreter, the human skeletal data are physical facts, 

and not culturally constructed or biased (Walker 2001).  Additionally, the wealth 

of clinical data on injury and healing gives insight into the experiences of those 

injured in prehistory.  It provides parallels for the processes needed to survive 
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and heal as well as long term effects that may have influenced the role of the 

injured individuals in the community.   

 

1.1 Research Goals 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to illustrate the role of violence and warfare in Iron 

Age Britain through the mortuary behaviour surrounding those involved in 

violent interactions. Iron Age Britain is a bridge between prehistory and history 

making it a unique period in which to examine the social dimensions of warfare 

and violence.  Because of the importance of the Iron Age in gaining a stronger 

comprehension of warfare and cultural change, it must be studied critically 

without assumptions based on classical sources or broad generalizations.  

What this thesis does, therefore, is present a population-level analysis of 

skeletal evidence for violence during the Iron Age of Britain.  There are four 

main questions that will be addressed during this study: 

 

1. What was the nature of warfare during the British Iron Age? 

2. How was warfare constructed and negotiated by the culture? 

3. What is the relationship between violence and ritual? 

4. How does the evidence from Iron Age Britain inform approaches to the 

broader study of warfare? 

 

1. What was the nature of warfare during the British Iron Age? 

Caesar’s The Gallic Wars is the most complete documentary source we have 

on the late Iron Age peoples of Gaul and Britain.  Though the memoirs deal 
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primarily with his campaign in Gaul, Caesar sails twice to Britain and briefly 

encounters the people there (Caesar, The Gallic Wars, 4.20) .  Upon arrival, 

Caesar’s movements were tracked by warriors watching from the cliffs prepared 

to deter his landing (ibid. 4.22).  He tried to avoid them by sailing further up the 

coast, but was met at the beach by cavalry and charioteers.  Their bold and 

chaotic technique of hurtling missiles from horses and chariots sends Caesar’s 

into a panic at first (ibid. 4.24).  These are warriors well trained and instantly 

prepared to battle.  Caesar states that the Britons were in a continual state of 

war with each other, but had banded together to repel his men (ibid. 5.11).  

Much of what we know, or assume we know, about the style of warfare in the 

British Iron Age comes from this reference and Caesar’s accounts of Gaul.  

Caesar was viewing the communities through Roman eyes, however, and may 

not have accurately described the Iron Age peoples of Britain (Dunham 1995).  

 

Based on the writings of Caesar and other classical ethnographers like 

Poseidonius and Strabo, Iron Age Britain was often considered by 

archaeologists to have endemic warfare (Cunliffe 2004: 533).  This idea was 

bolstered by the many weapons recovered in burials, votive deposits and 

hoards.  The hill top sites with their impressively large ditch and bank 

constructions were automatically assumed to have a martial function (Wheeler 

1943; Cunliffe 2004: 541).  This assumption is reflected in the term “hillfort,” 

which has been applied to these sites across central and southern Britain.  

These assumptions were later challenged and the martial function of the 

weapons and hillforts were denied in favour of interpretations that focused on 
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ritual (Bowden & McOmish 1987).  The skeletal evidence from this period may 

provide the best way of addressing this debate.  The presence of traumatic 

injuries caused by the same type of weapons discovered in the burials and 

other deposits could help to establish whether these items are martial, ritual or 

perhaps both.  

 

2. How was warfare constructed and negotiated by the culture? 

When the skeletal data is coupled with mortuary behaviour such as burial 

context, grave goods, and taphonomic processes, the social/cultural contexts of 

warfare and violence can be studied.  Ultimately, it is the community that 

decides the role of the combatant or victim and the proper way to deal with their 

deaths.  It is the surviving community that bury the dead and create the burial 

record unearthed by archaeologists.  To understand the connection between 

violence and community, there must be a consideration of the treatment of the 

dead, of mortuary behaviour surrounding victims of violence and its 

perpetrators.  It is not enough to study those individuals with traumatic injuries, 

however, the affected individuals must be placed in context within the larger 

population.  There is no way to know if the those involved in violence were 

treated in distinct ways unless they are compared to the general burial 

population.  This is the only way to see overall trends with regard to violence 

and warfare and how the community viewed it.   

 

 

 



   

 6 

3. What is the relationship between violence and ritual? 

Ritual seems to be the scapegoat for any uncomfortable violent behaviour in the 

past.  There are ethnographic examples of ritual violence, such as tinku 

(Moseley 1993: 66), the ritual battles of the Inca, or the human sacrifice seen 

among the Aztec, Inca and even seen in bog bodies in Europe (Aldhouse-

Green 2005).  But this explanation is preferred not necessarily due to more 

compelling evidence, but because it is easier for modern audiences to accept.  

If ritual and violence are so similar in the markers they leave behind that they 

produce such debate, what then is the relationship between these two 

practices, and how can they be differentiated archaeologically? Should they be 

differentiated archaeologically or are violence and ritual more closely 

intertwined for prehistoric groups?  If the archaeological context for violence 

points to ritual origins, then why did Iron Age people structure their rituals in a 

way that mirrors or mimics violence?  Is ritual violence less deadly than “real” 

violence?  Is it a form of posturing and power displays creating “Cold War” style 

prevention?   

 

1.2 The Next Steps 
 
In order to address these questions, sites from two distinct areas of Britain are 

studied as discrete units, and then compared to investigate patterns across 

broad regions.  This thesis will also integrate skeletal analysis with 

archaeological context to provide an overall view of the mortuary behaviour 

surrounding violence during the Iron Age of Britain.  It will not only report the 

presence or absence of violence, but develop an understanding of how violence 
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was constructed, maintained or avoided by the people living during this period.  

In this way, warfare will be seen as a dynamic negotiated force.   

 


