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Chapter 9: Conclusion to What makes war? 
 
 
The aim of this thesis was to study violence and warfare in the British Iron Age, 

However, it was crucial to move beyond presence and absence of violence, and 

to try to illustrate what impact it had on the people that lived during this period. 

What did it meant to be a warrior or a victim and how were they viewed in 

society?  By analyzing the human remains and their burial contexts, this study 

has shown that there was interpersonal violence and possibly endemic warfare 

in the British Iron Age.  It has also shown that this violence was inextricably 

linked with ritual performance through duelling or ritualized combat in the East 

Yorkshire area, and through special contexts for burial in Hampshire.  This is a 

good base for addressing violence and warfare during this period, but further 

research is necessary in order to refine interpretations and strengthen theories.  

 

9.1 Future Directions 
 

9.1.1 Implications for the Iron Age of Britain. 
 
This thesis compared sites within Hampshire to Wetwang Slack in East 

Yorkshire, providing a comparison between two very different regions to identify 

both regional differences and similarities in the material.  The similarities that 

appeared between the two cemetery populations from these regions was 

unexpected given the assumption that the British Iron Age is characterized by 

significant regional differences.  Given that two such spatially separate areas 

are showing some similarity in patterns, it may be that the distinct regionality 
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during this period is only superficial.  This idea needs to be explored further, 

and there is still scope to analyze additional skeletal material from the British 

Iron Age.  It would be useful to extend the study area to include more East 

Yorkshire cemeteries.  There are more cemetery sites in this area that have 

evidence of violent encounters, such as Danes Graves and Burton Flemming 

(Stead 1979; Dent 1983), and these should be compared with Wetwang Slack 

to study the regional differences in an area that on the surface looks very 

uniform.   

 

The study should be expanded in the south, as well.  This study included seven 

sites from Hampshire and identified special contexts for burial of individuals with 

perimortem trauma.  There are hints that this pattern is wide spread, seen in 

sites as dispersed as Broxmouth hillfort in the north and Maiden Castle in the 

south (Redfern 2008b; Neale 2009), but additional analysis of material from 

central southern Britain is needed to test this theory.  Additionally, there may be 

pockets of violence at certain locations that are not yet apparent.  Sites such as 

Maiden Castle (Dorset) and Sutton Walls (Herefordshire) may represent events 

or locations that were unusually violent (Kenyon 1954; Redfern 2006;  2008a;  

2009).  With a greater comparison of sites from the south, it will be possible to 

identify whether these are micro events or whether the pockets of violence are 

more representative of sustained warfare through out this area.   

 

Another direction for further exploration is the identification of the individuals 

buried in the pits.  There was an observable connection between these contexts 
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and violence-related deaths.   It is not clear who these individuals were, 

however, and their identities in relation to the community that interred them 

would give more context to the meaning behind their treatment.  Did these 

individuals represent members of the community?  They may have died in 

violent circumstances and were buried in special contexts to alleviate the impact 

of their deaths.  They may also have been members of the community chosen 

for sacrifice in a violent manner as part of ritual performance, or were members 

of the community that broke social norms and were subject to a form of burial 

reserved for deviants.  Alternatively, they may represent captives from 

neighbouring areas, perhaps warriors captured in battle, their burial in these 

special circumstances bestowing a ritual benefit to the community.    

 

Analysis of the stable isotopes from the pit burials would be a useful tool for 

further investigation of these individuals.  By comparing the stable isotopes of 

those individuals in the pit contexts with other individuals from the area, and 

with the local geology, it may be possible to establish whether or not they were 

local to the area.  In particular, the use of strontium and oxygen isotopes from 

bone and tooth enamel has been used to identify possible migrants in burial 

populations (Knudson et al. 2004; Price et al. 2004; Montgomery et al. 2005).  

Suddern Farm would be a good site for this type of testing.  Comparing the 

isotopic signature of the cemetery population and the pit burials, especially 

those with evidence of violence, would allow for the direct comparison of burial 

types at one site.   
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The other area of this research that would benefit from refinement is the 

absolute dating of the skeletal remains.  Through associated artefacts, the 

skeletal remains were placed in broad categories and showed some temporal 

trends towards an increase in violence in the middle and late Iron Age.  This 

period is a crucial bridge between prehistory and history.  The rise of Rome and 

the steady advance of the Roman armies may have placed increased pressure 

on British Iron Age communities.  The competition for trade resources, 

especially slaves, may have lead to more internal conflict (Cunliffe 2004: 127).  

It is difficult to test these ideas with the currently available dates.  The lack of 

radiocarbon dates for many of the human remains means that only very wide 

and generalized time periods could be assessed.   

 

The final area of further study that is important to the understanding of violence 

and warfare during this period is experimental work on Iron Age weapons.  It 

has been demonstrated many times in the forensic literature that experimental 

work with weaponry is key to understanding skeletal injuries.  The skeletal 

injuries in this study were analyzed using information gathered from these 

sources.  However, the forensic literature is mainly focused on modern 

weaponry and the results must be adapted for use on prehistoric remains 

(Smith et al. 2007).  There is a need for a systematic analysis of the injuries 

produced by Iron Age weaponry in modern experimental contexts.  This is 

particularly important for sling stone injuries, which excepting Redfern’s (2009) 

recent article, have been neglected in the literature.  With the availability of 

ballistics gel and manufactured bone that has the same mechanical properties 
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of human bone, it is possible to conduct modern studies on these ancient 

weapons. 

 

9.1.2 Implications for warfare studies 
 
Mortuary practices have a significant impact on interpretations of warfare.  They 

can serve to both highlight evidence for violent interactions as well as suppress 

it.  For this reason, warfare studies cannot limit analysis to one site or form of 

deposition.  Without a thorough contextual understanding of the culture and 

period, there will not be enough information to reliably interpret the record.  The 

focus on cemeteries as a “normative” burial rite may be an unreliable source of 

information regarding warfare.   The number of instances throughout history and 

the evidence from the British Iron Age suggests that violent death is often cause 

for a community to separate an individual from the rest of the population and 

give them a specialized burial.  This can be either as an individual or as part of 

a mass burial.  Certainly the cemeteries of Suddern Farm and Wetwang Slack 

do not show a great deal of evidence for interpersonal violence.  The other Iron 

Age contexts, especially the pits, show a far greater frequency of interpersonal 

violence.   

 

The cemetery evidence suggests that while normative burial rites are important 

for identifying special contexts or deviant burials, they may not be the 

appropriate focus for warfare studies.  It also suggests that although the overall 

population shows limited evidence for violence, it does not mean that warfare 

and violence were not a significant part of the community’s experience.  In 
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future, projects focusing on warfare need to take into account the problem 

posed by normative versus non-normative burial rites.  Ideally research on 

warfare and violence must use a population-level approach, incorporating as 

broad a view as possible.   

 

 
 


