
                                                          

Thomas Hayden’s “The Roots of War: Can Humanity 
Ever Escape Its Age-Old Legacy of Battle?” 

 Hayden starts with examples of images of defense, examples 
of people who favor security over convenience. 

 

  Tolkien’s fictional Minas Tirith 

 Pueblo Indians 

 Maori Fort, New Zealand 

 

 Hayden emphasizes war’s widespread existence over time 
and across the globe today (citing massive numbers). 
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   He questions Mead   (is war really just an invention?) 

 Hayden says most anthropologists think warfare is a 
relatively recent invention over the course of history. 

 

 He knows about the Eskimo and other tribes that suggest 
mankind inherently is a peaceful species. 

 

 However, he says recent archeology and studies of primates 
suggest warfare might be rooted in our biology. 

 

 

 

 



                                                          

   Is there reason to think war is caused by biology? 

 Hayden mentions signs of war (raids) between villages in 
Mexico 3,500 years ago.   

 

 He cites Steven LaBlanc (Harvard archeologist and author of 
Constant Battles), and says the Eskimo that Mead mentions 
“wore bone armor underneath their parkas” (CR 18). 

 

 He says LeBlanc claims people like Mead have “downplayed” 
certain historical realities “to believe humans can ‘unlearn’ 
war in the future” (CR 18).   

 

 

 



                                                          

   Is there reason to think war is caused by biology? 

 Hayden considers the analogy that chimps are like humans, 
saying “98 percent of our genes we share with chimps” (CR 18). 

                                                                (-What about the analogy-?) 

 He asks if “the human propensity for war lies not in culture but 
in the genes inherited from our primate ancestors” (CR 18). 

 

 He cites Raymond Kelly, an ethnologist from University of 
Michigan, and suggests that since lots of primitive warriors 
would die in war, it’s unlikely their genes would dominate. 

 

 

 



                                                          

   What, then, might raiding war chimps teach us? 

 Hayden points out this analogy: Chimpanzee raids “seem to 
occur when the animals face environmental stress” (CR 18). 
 

 Other research leads him to say, “So it was dwindling food and 
territory—and not genes—that triggered the war” (CR 18). 
 

 Hayden comes to this conclusion (quoting LeBlanc): 
 

   “As resources are exhausted, he says, competition—for food 
land, oil, whatever—intensifies ultimately leading to war. 
Throughout human history and across cultures, 
‘competition over resources [is] the ultimate reason, even if 
it is replaced with or obscured by cultural or ideological 
justifications.’” (CR 18) 

 



                                                          

   What, then, might raiding war chimps teach us? 

 LeBlanc suggests peace comes when humans (and chimps) are in 
balance with natural resources; wars are the result of imbalances: 

 

   “The human inability to live in stable resource balance almost 
guarantees warfare.” (CR 18) 

 

 Hayden gives analogies as examples:  

 Oil in the Middle East 

 Water in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                          

   Other factors behind wars? 

 Hayden says wars can “create their own momentum” (CR 19). 
 

 He says, “military culture…can’t be dismantled overnight” (CR 19) 

 In addition, some say, “elite classes often stoke ideology, hatred, or a 
desire for revenge for their own reasons, most of which have to do 
with staying elite” (CR 19) 
 

 Hayden also cites Leblanc’s idea that social stratification makes war 
more prevalent: “In complex societies…‘there are always more people 
who want to be elite than there can be, so there is always a need for 
more resources.’” Hayden then adds, “That means going to war can be 
hard to discern behind the official reasons—patriotism, ideology, 
security” (CR 19). 

 

 Hayden then quotes UCSB archeologist Brian Fagan, who says, “all 
war is based on spin” (CR 19). 

 


