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In the preface as well as the introductory chapter of The 

Handbook of the Bioarchaeology of Human Conflict, the 

authors state that their purpose is to provide a core text 

presenting an overview of the nature and development of 

human conflict from prehistory to the present, based on 

studies of human remains from these times. To do so, they 

have reviewed studies that take a different approach to that 

most commonly adopted, in that these studies focus not on 

the wider material and written records of human conflict, 

but on the interpretation of skeletal trauma in terms of prob‑

able weapons used, types of conflict and the prevalence of 

violence. The chronological structure of the book provides 

a conceptual framework for the study of continuity and 

change in topic areas such as the role of ritual, the ‘legiti‑

mate combatant’ concept, the professionalization of conflict 

over millennia, the role of socially sanctioned violence as a 

means used by societies to maintain their existence and the 

relationships between the objectives of war, social organiza‑

tion and methods of combat (Chapter 1). Besides the breadth 

of its coverage of human history, what makes this text dif‑

ferent from similar books on the market is its focus on the 

social and cultural contexts in which injuries, as observed 

through skeletal trauma, were inflicted.

The Handbook of the Bioarchaeology of Human Con-

flict is in five parts, each focusing on a particular period in 

human history and raising questions on a range of issues, 

including the scale and frequency of conflict, the existence 

of multiple types of violence and the demography of war‑

fare (Chapter 1). In the first part, the authors begin with a 

contextual introduction to the bioarchaeology of conflict. 

Chapter 1 reviews the current conceptual framework for the 

study of human conflict in considerable detail. This chap‑

ter shows that although it is generally acknowledged that 

human remains are a valuable source when it comes to the 

study of past conflict, there is still a need to establish com‑

mon ground on how such studies through skeletal trauma 

should be framed. The next two chapters mainly set out 

the analytical and interpretive framework for the study of 

skeletal trauma. Chapter 2 reviews the published literature 

on trauma interpretation, mainly from the field of forensic 

anthropology, while Chapter 3 discusses the nature and 

potential significance of child trauma. This first section of 

the book is well written, with an abundance of clear and 

concise examples that make even the most difficult concepts 

of skeletal trauma interpretation easily understandable.

The second part of the book revisits instances of human 

violence in prehistory, from Middle Palaeolithic Neanderthal 

populations to Iron Age populations in Britain. These chap‑

ters discuss a variety of issues, with a focus on the interpreta‑

tion of skeletal trauma by means of a comparative approach 

that includes ethnohistorical and forensic anthropology stud‑

ies and samples. The purpose of these case studies is two‑

fold. First, they show that adopting a biocultural approach 

to revisit such cases can yield important new information 

on the nature of skeletal trauma in prehistory; second, they 

open up new avenues for interpreting the origins of violence 

and conflict in human populations through in‑depth studies 

that include the various cultural contexts. Most importantly, 

these chapters 4 to 10 point to a need to either revisit or 

pursue studies on previously dismissed osteoarchaeological  

evidence from prehistoric samples, since we now have, 

thanks to forensic anthropology, a valuable tool to gain a 

better understanding of skeletal trauma. In my opinion, the 

best examples supporting this argument are in Chapters 

7 and 9, concerning interpersonal violence and children 

in Neolithic Europe (Fibiger, L.) and evidence of sexual‑

ized warfare during the later Iron Age in Britain (Western 

and Hurst). Chapter 7 argues that children are often under‑ 

represented in osteological analyses, not only because of 

taphonomic processes, but also, and mainly, because of a 

lack of interest among researchers who all too often tend to 

focus on adult skeletal material only. In reviewing cranial 

trauma analyses of 215 individuals under 18 years of age 

from 32 Neolithic sites in Germany, Linda Fibiger raises the 

concern that the effects of interpersonal violence on children 

in early prehistory is still largely unexplored (Chapter 7); she 

also demonstrates that cranial trauma analyses of children 

in early agricultural tribal societies bring out questions that 

need further investigation on the social and functional ages of 

children (Chapter 7); finally, she highlights the importance of 

investigations on the effects of blunt projectiles as weapons 

of interpersonal violence as a promising avenue to further 

our knowledge of injury aetiology and conflict technology in 
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the Neolithic (Chapter 7). In Chapter 9, Gaynor Western and 

Derek Hurst reanalyse the skeletal assemblage from Kemer‑

ton Camp in order to assess the evidence of violent trauma 

and the circumstances that led to such injuries. Thanks to the 

integration of forensic anthropology and archaeology, and 

through investigations of the age and gender parameters of 

violence and skeletal trauma, the authors conclude that oste‑

ological data are crucial to our understanding of the social 

mechanisms behind contexts of warfare, conflict and trade 

in prehistory (Chapter 9).

The third part of this volume deals with occurrences of 

violence in hierarchical societies, mainly during the Roman 

period and the Middle Ages. Rebecca Redfern provides an 

overview of evidence of trauma in the Roman world using the 

World Health Organization’s ecological model of violence 

and grouping  the evidence into four categories (individual, 

relational, community and societal) as a framework for discus‑

sion (Chapter 11). While all the chapters in this section follow 

a similar approach to discuss the temporal and spatial diver‑

sity of violence in the Roman period and the Middle Ages,  

I believe the main contribution of this section is the discussion 

on the importance of distinguishing between ante‑mortem, 

peri‑mortem and post‑mortem trauma. The most relevant 

paper in this regard is Chapter 12 by Katie Tucker, where 

she discusses instances of decapitation in burials in Roman  

Britain. Her results show that there is much more variety than 

previously thought in the practice of decapitation (Chapter 12).  

The following chapters all cover the Middle Ages and tend to 

revolve around normalized violence; along with Dr. Tucker’s 

chapter, they all discuss the importance of the role of ritual 

(whether peri‑mortem or post‑mortem). Christopher Knüsel’s 

results show that burial contexts can yield very valuable infor‑

mation on sociopolitical circumstances. Just as participation 

in warfare was determined by social standing, so in its after-

math the bodies of the dead shared different fates (Chapter 15,  

p. 278). The most interesting aspect of these studies is that 

they explore the bioarchaeological record in order to compare 

and understand the meanings of the historical record.

The fourth part of the Handbook focuses on the Americas. 

These chapters cover a wide period of time from prehistory 

to the European conquests, as well as a broad geographic area 

from the northern Northwest Coast of British Columbia to 

Peru. As already noted on the contributions to this publica‑

tion, the papers in this section again combine the use of bio‑

archaeological data, written records and ethnohistorical data, 

which gives a very interesting perspective on the topic. While 

the focus is again on detailed contextual analysis of peri‑ 

mortem injuries, the most important contributions of these 

papers relate to the description and understanding of the 

development of violence. While it is clear that issues such 

as ritual sacrifice, trophy‑taking or trophy‑hunting and intra‑ 

community or defensive violence are important recurrent 

themes in the patterns of violence of the Americas, the expres‑

sion of these patterns seems to have been highly variable on 

this continent. Most importantly, while in some cases there is 

an increase and diversification in violence‑related injuries due 

to external pressures on the group (Chapters 16–18), there are 

other cases where patterns of violence‑based practice appear 

to have been imposed on the group (either ideologically or 

physically) (Chapters 20 and 21). Overall, what these papers 

have in common is to show that the nature and development 

of violence is mainly a result of external factors such as com‑

petition for resources and a need to defend and protect the 

group, but also that violence was highly regulated and con‑

trolled across the continent and over time, either through sac‑

rificial acts of violence or in the way specific acts of violence 

were directed (as shown in Chapter 18 on gender‑based vio‑

lence). Another interesting parallel that can be made between 

this and the second part of the book is the bioarchaeological 

evidence against the previous hypothesis that hunter–gatherer 

populations were ‘peaceable’.

The last section of this volume deals with conflicts in 

the modern world. Overall, the chapters in this section illus‑

trate the increasing complexity of violent conflict as well 

as the complexity of interpreting skeletal trauma resulting 

from new weapons technologies and warfare tactics. Multi‑

disciplinary approaches not only provide valuable insights 

for the reconstruction of events such as executions and mass 

graves (Chapters 23 and 25), but can also be of great value 

in understanding the ‘collateral damage’ of warfare (Chap‑

ters 26 and 27). Once again these chapters highlight the use‑

fulness of written historical records in interpreting skeletal 

trauma, but also remind us of the need for care when using 

these ‘direct’ accounts of violence. Especially significant in 

this respect is Chapter 25 investigating the execution and 

burial of 41 brigands in Mechelen during the Flemish Peas‑

ants’ War in 1798. Van de Vijver and Kinnaer’s osteological 

observations do not fully support historical accounts of the 

event. Indeed, their results show that contrary to historical 

accounts, the dead were not bound, nor were they forced to 

climb into their execution pit, nor were they robbed of their 

clothing, nor did multiple shooting events take place (Chap‑

ter 25). This section also makes the reader realize that the 

problems and complexities of interpretation due to taphon‑

omy, human disturbances, the nature of skeletal assemblage 

or the (un)availability of archaeological and historical mate‑

rial are also, and perhaps even more so, of concern for stud‑

ies of recent events (Chapters 30–33).

Because it is the first publication that compiles such a 

variety of studies on the topic of human violence, I find 

this handbook very helpful in piecing together some impor‑

tant aspects of human conflict. First, it shows that the ori‑

gin of interpersonal violence and intergroup conflict does 

not lie solely in the appearance of social inequalities and 
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a hierarchical organization. Numerous examples in the 

handbook prove that violence‑related contact predated this 

social revolution in human societies. Second, the handbook 

does an excellent job of compiling osteological data that 

can improve the methods used to interpret skeletal trauma, 

in terms of conflict‑related injuries versus accident‑related 

injuries, interpersonal violence versus intergroup violence, 

domestic violence – mostly directed against women – ver‑

sus other types of interpersonal violence, physical abuse 

versus fight‑related trauma, peri‑mortem versus post‑mor‑

tem violence‑based practices, etc. Finally, multidiscipli‑

nary approaches, especially when looking into gender, age, 

ethnicity and health parameters, and the combined use of 

archaeological, osteological, ethnohistorical and other tex‑

tual sources, all help to interpret trauma and violence in 

a more contextualized way. The different chapters offer a 

mixture of reviews and papers that often present and discuss 

previously published data, and in this respect they are of 

unequal value. But in a book that covers such a broad topic, 

it is difficult to bring full thematic consistency to a collec‑

tion of works produced by researchers who are all pursu‑

ing quite different research goals. However, the editors and 

authors have successfully produced an important work of 

general interest for the study of human conflict.
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