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Abstract 

This thesis will examine the phenomenon of violence from the perspective of 

anthropology. Violence is a large and complex subject and is a phenomenon that occurs 

in many forms historically and cross-culturally. Violence perhaps does not receive the 

same level of attention as it does in other disciplines such as psychology and sociology. 

Nevertheless, violence is a notable theme in ethnographic research and anthropologists 

have produced some significant work in this area, particularly pertaining to the 

relationship between violence, culture, and social organization. Violence is a complex 

phenomenon understood in different ways, context, and scales, and potentially 

encompasses everything from domestic abuse to street crime to state-level warfare 

thus making it challenging for this thesis to fully exhaust the subject. As such, the thesis 

will be focused rather than attempting to be exhaustive. The thesis will be organised on 

the basis of examining some influential and classic early work, mainly from sociology, 

followed by some anthropological works on violence which have become classics in 

their own right, to conclude with a review of some important contemporary research 

and a discussion about the responsibility of anthropologists working in violent spaces. 

Útdráttur 

Ritgerðin fjallar um ofbeldi frá sjónarhorni mannfræðinnar.  Ofbeldi er víðfemt og flókið 

viðfangsefni sem birtist á ýmsan hátt, meðal annars, vegna sögu- og fjölmenningarlegra 

áhrifaþátta.  Ofbeldi fær ef til vill ekki sömu athygli í mannfræðinni eins og það gerir í 

öðrum fræðgreinum svo sem sálfræði og félagsfræði. Engu að síður er ofbeldi ákveðinn 

þáttur í þjóðfræðilegum rannsóknum og mannfræðingar hafa lagt fram verulega vinnu á 

þessu sviði, einkum varðandi sambandið milli ofbeldis, menningar, og félagslegrar 

stofnunar.  Ofbeldi er flókið fyrirbæri sem hægt er að skilja á mismunandi vegu, í 

mismunandi samhengi og á mismunandi mælikvarða, en ofbeldi nær allt frá 

heimilisofbeldi til götuglæpa og til hernaðar. Það er því erfitt að gera viðfangsefninu 
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tæmandi skil, en ritgerðin leggur því áherslu á ákveðna þætti ofbeldis fremur en að vera 

tæmandi. Ritgerðin er uppbyggð með hliðsjón af því að skoða nokkur áhrifamikil og 

klassísk eldri verk, aðallega úr félagsfræði, ásamt nokkrum klassískum 

mannfræðiverkum um ofbeldi, en lýkur með yfirliti yfir mikilvægar samtímarannsóknir 

og umræðu um ábyrgð mannfræðinga sem starfa á ofbeldissvæðum. 
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Introduction  

People seem to have a tremendous capacity to accept violence as a normal experience, 

particularly when it occurs in their own surroundings, and can find ways to survive in 

societies that are based on conflicts and violence (Scheper-Hughes, 2006 [1995]). 

Children learn social skills from their parents and those who are in their surroundings, 

their role models, which include essential survival skills that can include violence 

(Opotow, 2000) which is often accepted behaviour in their culture. Certain cultural 

aspects can motivate violent behaviour which can be justified in one culture and 

condemned in another, and some scholars argue that conflict, often leading to violence, 

as an inherent component of human social organisation (Kyrou and Rubinstein, 2008). 

“Anthropologists view conflict as a general state of affairs in a relationship or as some 

basic incompatibility in the very structure of the relationship, which leads to specific 

disputes and sometimes violence.” (Kyrou and Rubinstein, 2008, p. 515) 

However, the ethnographic literature on violence either disputes this assertion, 

or at least suggests that the phenomenon is so complex that we need to exercise 

caution and avoid generalisations. I will consider two classic ethnographic case studies 

where violent and aggressive behaviour is culturally accepted and observed on daily 

basis and contrast this with one classic ethnographic case study where violence and 

aggressive behaviour is culturally unacceptable and rarely observed. 

I will then explore the ethical dilemmas anthropologist can undergo during their 

field work in violent spaces and whether they should intervene or standby and observe 

if they witness acts that go against their cultural beliefs and moral standards. Their 

cultural beliefs may, in many cases, go against the cultural beliefs of their subjects. 

Anthropologists are not, or should not be, merely passive observers. Whether or not 

humans are inherently violent, or forms of social organisation often lead to violence, 

anthropologists will continue to work in spaces that are prone to or else carry the 

potential for violence. Violence is a multi-layered perception. One of these layers it to 

understand violence as a control mechanism, a way of controlling and rectifying social 

relationships. It is, therefore, possible to argue that violence can be linked to human 
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socio-cultural organisation and this is the form of violence that is the general focus on 

this thesis. 

 This thesis is divided into five primary chapters. The first chapter concentrates 

on the works of the crucial scholars who were influential in anthropology as well as the 

emergence of the social sciences in general, which includes such figures as Max Weber 

and Emile Durkheim whose influence continues to be felt in various ways. Attention will 

also be paid in the first chapter to some of the work of early anthropologists, such as 

E.B. Tylor and Lewis Henry Morgan. While this work is by and large not characteristic of 

modern anthropological theory, it is important to articulate the history of the 

anthropological thought in order to understand the intellectual context in which 

modern theories developed.  

 The second chapter analyses three important modern classic works.  It is an 

attempt to understand some of the ways in which violence is seen and explored in 

ethnographic research in the mid to late twentieth century. It is important to note that 

during the period that this work was being conducted significant geopolitical changes 

were ongoing that are relevant to the issue of violence, such as decolonization, the 

emergence of peacekeeping efforts, the collapse of the Soviet bloc and what is 

understood as globalization. The works under discussion in this chapter perhaps 

represent a consideration of violence in the context of earlier anthropology’s focus on 

presenting societies as isolated from or marginalized within the modern world. 

However, anthropology general focus is on culture as the basis for understanding 

behaviours and practices, here pertaining to violence. These works include Napoleon 

Chagnon’s (1968) Yanomamo: The Fierce people, Jean Briggs’ (1970) Never in Anger, 

and Renato Rosaldo’s (1989/1993) Grief and a Headhunter's Rage. In such work, 

interpersonal conflicts are often the crucial starting point leading to grander forms of 

violence, especially if the actors involved are influential. Violence in this work can be 

divided into family and community feuds, with the former being people who are closely 

related while the latter involves strangers. The scholars here perceive violence as the 

use of aggression against certain individuals, who may or may not retaliate, causing 

injuries physically and psychologically. Violence, in the case of Rosaldo, can also be seen 

as a culturally sanctioned way through which to address bereavement and loss.   
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The third chapter will turn to work on the subject of war and peace. Warfare has 

received a great deal of attention among anthropological scholars. We will look at how 

Keith F. Otterbein approaches the issue of violence in his studies on warfare. 

Peacekeeping has also caught the interest of anthropologist and several scholars 

articulate how they perceive peacekeeping. Without conflict there would be no 

peacekeeping missions, but this in turn presents the possibility of how armed conflict 

may engender other forms of violence. 

 The fourth chapter will turn to work on the subject in the discipline that has 

been done in the latter decades. This includes a focus on the work of Paul Farmer and 

structural violence and its linkages to some recent area of interest to anthropology, that 

of international development. Violence here is systemic rather than behavioural, as was 

the characteristics of the work under discussion in chapter two. Violence is structural 

because the analyses are not focused on individual and interpersonal relationships but 

larger historical, political and economic forces. Farmer breaks from the earlier 

anthropological approach because while he does not exclude culture or individuals from 

the analysis, he is primarily concerned with larger geopolitical forces that produce 

violent acts, with the actions and motivations of individuals are seen as a secondary 

concern. Farmer would also consider structural violence inflicted upon populations to 

include poverty, malnutrition, and dispossession of land, acts not often seen as violence 

according to more traditional definitions.   

 The fifth chapter focuses on ethical considerations.  Anthropology provides 

some unique tools with which to analyse violence, such as the cultural concept. 

However, as anthropologists often conduct fieldwork in spaces where violence occurs, it 

raises questions about the responsibility of anthropologists working in violent spaces.  If 

the work of anthropology on violence is to have any real-world applicability, at the very 

least some attention needs to be paid, ethically and theoretically, on what it means 

when anthropologists witness violence, experience violence, or are immersed in violent 

contexts while conducting their work. 
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1 Early Work 

1.1 Aspects of Violence 

I will open this section with a brief discussion from anthropology concerning some 

definitions of violence, before proceeding to a discussion of the early classic work. As 

will become apparent, the concept is complex and may even defy definition.  

Riedel and Welsh (2001) defined violence as the use of force that is prohibited by 

law. However, Waddington, Badger, and Bull (2004) note that the concept of physical 

abuse epitomizes a broad spectrum of occurrences as opposed to Riedel and Welsh’s 

definition which limits the acts of violence to use of physical strength that is forbidden 

by the law. Violence may be culturally or legally sanctioned but still be interpreted as 

violence. Furthermore, anthropologists see the law as cross-culturally complex, as 

“enforceable norms” (Moore, 2005, p. 1), making the law a problematic yardstick with 

which to define violence. Weiner (1989) defined violence as the threatened or actual, 

intentional or knowing application of statutorily impermissible act by a person and 

directed towards others outside the context both of institutional structures and formal 

institutions. It is evident that violence covers a broad and wide range of acts and victim-

offender relationships as well as behaviours and outcomes.  

In consideration of the broader anthropological literature, there are two 

overarching assumptions of violence. The first assumption states that violence is driven 

by a deliberate determination to cause destruction and aggression. The second 

assumption is that it is an unusual human activity as defined and understood within 

legal, social, and moral contexts. Research by scholars has illustrated that violence 

possesses different forms and characteristics and this has instigated controversy over 

how it ought to be defined (Body-Gendrot & Spierenburg, 2008). The notion of violence 

is difficult to theorize since it is a socially created and multifaceted phenomenon, which 

rendered even more complex by its varied understandings and manifestation in cross-

historical, legal and cultural contexts. Haan (2008) depicts brutality as multidimensional 

since it occurs in different forms that are exhibited by a broad range of contexts such as 

gang, gender-based, youth, domestic, racist, and discriminatory violence. On a similar 
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note, it can be interpersonal or institutional, symbolic or structural, individual or 

collective, and national or international.  

Turning to some early work in the discipline, Sir Edward Burnett Tylor developed 

‘The Early culture approach‘. He was one of the early proponents of anthropology as a 

specific discipline in its own right. He insisted that in the process of following different 

trends and ways of life, people create culture, which, in turn, dictates their ways of life. 

His well-known definition of culture defines it as: “that complex whole which includes 

knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits 

acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor, 1873 [1871], p. 1).  

Tylor’s work has touched on the issue of violence. Tylor (1873 [1871]) notes, that 

the rise of violence can be associated with various factors and choices of the human 

ways of life. The so-called ‘savage’ cultures, as they were referred to in the 19th 

century, of some were seen as contributing largely to the rise of conflicts and violence. 

Violence was held to be linked to moral virtues of the subjects, which in turn were 

linked to distress and disorder (Tylor, 1873 [1871]).  

Another early notable anthropologist of the Victorian era was Lewis Henry 

Morgan. He was a contemporary of other notable figures such as Herbert Spencer and 

Charles Darwin. Such scholars all understood the power in terms of evolution. Morgan, 

for example, argued in his well-known text Ancient Society (1877) that human social 

organization progressed through certain unilinear stages of development, from 

savagery to barbarism, and finally to civilization. He proposed these three major stages 

of sociocultural development of mankind (Morgan, 1877), much like other scholars such 

as Tylor, though he adds a number of sub-divisions. The difference in progress between 

the different stages was linked to technological development and socio-cultural 

organization. Some societies were argued to be more competitive than others, which is 

where violence can enter the picture, such as in competition and being in control over 

certain subsistence. The scarcity of resources results in a struggle in which only the most 

powerful and resilient emerge victorious (Morgan, 1877). 

 When scholars are being effective as Tylor and Morgan their work will be 

criticized.  Their vast amount of knowledge of culture, especially of non-Western 

culture, and stages of development got some criticism but it also got some scholars and 

students of Anthropology to think outside the box and in some cases to come up with 
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new theories to contradict theirs.  At end of the day, they set the stage for the field of 

Anthropology and their work are still classic and are most likely being taught all over the 

world today.  

The next chapter will consider early approaches in social science in terms of 

attention to the state, legitimacy of violence and conflicts that can arise due to division 

of labour. 

1.2 Early Approaches in Social Science 

Max Weber was a German philosopher, political economist, jurist, and sociologist 

whose ideas were highly influential in social theory (Radkau, 2009). With regards to 

violence, Weber delivered a lecture in 1918 at Munich University on ‘Politics as a 

Vocation’, stating his thoughts on inherited dishonesty and violence among people. 

According to Weber, violence is closely related to politics, religion, and capitalism (Gerth 

& Mills, 1946). These understandings are related to early sociology more than they are 

to anthropology.  

Weber theorized three key elements of the state which are legitimacy, 

territoriality, and violence. He argues that the states are involved in constant conflict 

over the defence of territories and borders. Early kingdoms considered the possession 

of vast territories as the source of power as it would provide the people with adequate 

food and enough soldiers for their armies (Acemoglu, Robinson, & Santos, 2013). 

However, the concept of territory has evolved under the current governance and there 

are existing problems regarding borders. Thus, territoriality is a crucial part of the state 

based on Weber’s notion. The second element is legitimacy and can occur in many 

forms, for instance, a state has the legitimacy to use force in particular situations. 

Legitimacy may be based on the constitution, statute or laws (Adair-Toteff, 2014). The 

third element is violence whereby the state has the right to raise armies and defend 

their territory and/or interests, as well as domestically in terms of the use of coercive 

measures against citizens such as the punishment of crime and civil disobedience 

(Adair-Toteff, 2014). 

Force is a necessary part of the state, and thus force is an essential element of 

the state. However, it is worth noting that Weber’s concept does not mean that the 

state is the only body that makes use of violence, rather it is the only entity that can 
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legitimize its use (Anter, 2014). The state can authorize another body to use force 

without losing its monopoly. For instance, the state prohibits individuals from using 

violence except in certain situations such as in self-defence and while defending their 

property (Parkin, 2002). The state does not lose its monopoly but allows third parties to 

use violence. However, Weber suggested that the monopoly of legitimatizing the use of 

force can be challenged by non-state actors such as terrorist or political insurgency or 

by state actors such as military autonomy claiming independence from the state (Parkin, 

2002).  

Emile Durkheim, one of the early founders of sociology as a discipline, who 

developed numerous foundational sociological theories related to violence, politics, and 

power, and it particularly noted for his epidemiological view of violence (Gane, 2006).  

Durkheim’s theoretical and methodological approach focuses on violence as a collective 

phenomenon rather than an individual. His theory provides an essential framework 

since it places violence and power at the pinnacle of its concern through the concept of 

social energies. Durkheim views crime as a social rather than a psychological 

phenomenon and the product of particular kind of communal order. He argues that the 

social norms and values of a community govern its ability to function effectively 

(Mukherjee, 2010). Durkheim suggests that smaller communities with low levels of 

social differences and minimal division of labour experience the fewest occurrences of 

crimes (Pawlett, 2016 [2013]). He suggests that contemporary European societies are 

ordered according to the political economy, here industrial capitalism, which is 

characterized by a broader division of labour, thus nurturing conflicts along class lines 

(Mukherjee, 2010; Malesevic, 2010). Pawlett (2016 [2013]) adds that the collective 

conscience is hard to sustain given the broad cultural and social differences as well as 

the vast disparities in the distribution of wealth and social opportunities. Durkheim 

refers to a situation that is characterized by the division of labour and posted a resulting 

breakdown of shared values as anomie or a condition of normlessness. This condition is 

argued by Durkheim to result in a rise in crime rates and suicide rates and deviance 

(Mukherjee, 2010; Malesevic, 2010). 

As stated earlier, violence is a complex and multi-faceted subject that has 

interested generations of scholars. Some of the areas of scholarly work where violence 

has been directly approached include psychology, law, social work, and studies involving 
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community development. Early anthropological approaches to violence drew upon the 

evolutionary work of scholars such as Tylor and Morgan. Their evolutionary frameworks 

have largely been rejected by the discipline in the early 20th century (Erickson & 

Murphy, 2008), however, their attention to culture, social organization and social 

competition are characteristic of how anthropology has generally approached violence. 

Weber, with his attention to the state, the legitimacy of violence and the conflicts 

arising as the result of the division of labour have, along with the Marxist tradition, 

remained as an important component in anthropological approaches to violence. Such 

influences are evident, as discussed later, in the notion of structural violence. The next 

chapter will consider some modern classic works of violence in anthropology which 

have focused largely on the issue of culture. 
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2 Classic Works:  Violence in modern anthropological classics 

2.1 Yanomamö:  The Fierce People 

Napoleon Chagnon is a renowned anthropologist whose interests lie in ethnography, 

social behaviour and genetics. The most widely known of his work is his research among 

the Yanomamö, an indigenous people of the Amazon. He is regarded as one of the 

pioneer of scientific anthropology (Borofsky et al., 2005). His inclusion in this study is 

due to the high level of attention to his work and involvement with one of the 

purportedly most violent tribes of South America, and which, among other things, drew 

attention to the relationship between culture, biology and social organization. The key 

text associated with this work is Yanomamö: The Fierce People (1968).  However, the 

work has also been controversial. Critics underscore the ethical issues that arise in his 

study with some noting that the stick fights in his work were staged and the violence 

was exaggerated. It is imperative to study interpersonal violence among the Yanomamö 

people based on Chagnon‘s (1968) study because it underpins how anthropology 

understands violence. Currently, there are over 40,000 of this group who live in villages 

in the Amazon rainforest, and they are described as being permeated with violence by 

earlier anthropologists (Chagnon, 2013; Albert, 1989; and Nugent, 2001). Ferguson 

(2001) suggests that the Yanomamö have a long history of interpersonal violence not 

just among themselves, but also towards other tribes.  

Chagnon is among the first anthropologists to produce an ethnography 

describing the Yanomamö. He argued that they lived in a “state of chronic warfare” 

(Chagnon, 1968, p. 3). His accounts and Borofsky et al., (2005) similar descriptions 

portray the Yanomamö as confrontational and aggressive, hence sparking controversy 

among anthropologists, which, in turn, created interest about the indigenous group. 

Since Chagnon published his ethnography in 1968, many anthropologists have been 

riveted by the topic of violence and the Yanomamö community, and their input on the 

issue has significantly contributed to how anthropology understands violence.  

The debate sparked by Chagnon was centred on the degree of violence within 

the Yanomamö community. Anthropologists such as Headland (1997) and Thorpe (2003) 
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contributed to the debate by asking whether violence is an inherent part of the 

Yanomamö culture, or whether it is a response to particular historical events. According 

to Lizot (1985 [1976], p. 2), an anthropologist who has lived among the Yanomamö for 

over 20 years, he would like his “manuscript to help revise the exaggerated 

representation given regarding the Yanomamö violence.” He notes that the Yanomamö 

can be brutal and cruel warriors, but are also loving, delicate, and sensitive. Based on 

Lizot’s accounts, violence can be understood to be sporadic among the Yanomamö 

community because it does not dominate their social life.  

Additionally, Lizot underscores the peaceful moments which separate violent 

events. Therefore, Chagnon might have exaggerated the violence because the 

ethnographies of anthropologists who have been acquainted with the Yanomamö 

societies do not underscore them as a culture that is organized around warfare. The 

culture of violence associated with the Yanomamö emerged due to the competition for 

nutritional resources within their territory. However, a study carried out in the mid-

1900s by Ferguson (1995) examined earlier documented case studies regarding the 

violence among the Yanomamö and drew two major conclusions. First, although 

previous literature depicted the Yanomamö community as extremely violent, this 

ferocity is not an expression of their culture because it is a product of specific historical 

situations. Secondly, he debunks the belief developed by Chagnon that Yanomamö 

violence is often fuelled by the lack of western influence. Instead, he notes that it is 

aggravated by its presence of specific forms of such influences, such as the legacy of 

European colonization.  

Subsequent studies reveal that the Yanomamö endured the adverse effects of 

colonization prior to the accessibility of their region, in the mid-1950s, by the states of 

Brazil and Venezuela, thus contradicting Chagnon’s depiction of them as a culture that is 

unaffected by the Western culture (Brown, 1993). Subsequent studies suggest that the 

Yanomamö had already acquired numerous materials and influences from European 

and colonial cultures through elaborate trade networks before the 19th century 

(Moore, 1990). However, despite the discrepancies in research findings, a majority of 

anthropologists and social researchers agree on the fact that violence is one of the 

primary agents of death among the Yanomamö community. This is because over half of 
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the males in the community die violent deaths due to the persistent conflict over local 

resources with other neighbouring communities (Chagnon, 1968 and 2013). 

Violence often forces the Yanomamö to abandon their homes and villages. The 

women and children become the main victims (Lamphere, 2003). Inter-village warfare is 

part of the inter-personal violence that is common within the Yanomamö community, 

which has far-reaching effects. It is imperative to study these effects to establish 

whether they have contributed to how anthropology as a discipline understands 

violence. Interpersonal violence is present at the family level as evidenced by the 

frequent battling of wives to keep them faithful and docile (Caplan, 2003). Women and 

children are often beaten using clubs, sticks, as well as sharp objects such as machetes 

and blades, while the male’s strength and dominance are symbolized by burning their 

women with a branding stick (Chagnon, 1968).  

Chagnon’s work with the Yanomamö has generated a great deal of criticism in the 

past few decades from anthropologists such as Fischer (2001) who critiques some 

aspects of his research methods, theoretical approaches, interpretations, and the 

suppositions he draws from his data regarding violence. One of Chagnon’s (1968) 

controversial claims is that the Yanomamö violent culture is due to the biological 

differences that arise from natural selection. These claims have been refuted by several 

anthropologists who argue that violence among the Yanomamö community exists due 

to socio-political reconfigurations that were influenced by historic events such as 

colonization (Albert & Le Tourneau, 2007; Sponsel, 1999). Additionally, Albert (1990) 

rejects Chagnon’s statistical claims that the most violent men within the Yanomamö 

community fathered more children. Other anthropologists have questioned Chagnon’s 

research ethics for painting the Yanomamö as violent savages (Paula, Medina &Cruz, 

2002). Chagnon’s depiction of the ethnic community deviates from the customary 

anthropology ethics of sympathetically describing foreign societies. Furthermore, his 

alleged violent depictions have contributed to the increased racism and hostility against 

the Yanomamö by colonists and settlers in the region. For the most part, sociocultural 

anthropology has avoided individual as well as the biological theorization of violence 

and has tended toward focusing on culture and social organization. The following 

section will provide an example of a cultural approach which rejects biological 

explanations for violence. 
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2.2 Grief and a Headhunter´s Rage 

Renato Rosaldo is an American anthropologist whose main works span the 

development of culture. His work under discussion here has focused on the Ilongot 

people from the Philippines and which elaborates how culture influences the way 

people live and perceive the world. The Ilongot say that “rage, born of grief” and that 

the traditional head hunting practices were undertaken as a form of dealing with anger 

(Rosaldo, 1993 [1989], p. 167).  Rosaldo describes the Ilongot of Philippines and their 

rage that results in a quest for a headhunt They seem to find comfort in slashing off 

someone else’s head in the process of grieving the loss of a loved one. This act of 

violence, celebrated by the Ilongot before headhunting was outlawed, potentially 

carries with it the perpetuation of further violence (Rosaldo, 1993 [1989]).  

A closer analysis of this work reveals its association with the emotions related to 

death. The headhunting ritual is part of a communal process that completes a 

sociocultural right of coexistence. This feeling is felt by those who are a part of the 

Ilongot community, affecting them emotionally more than it does those who belong to 

other cultures. Rosaldo alludes to the notion that sociologists have been focused more 

on empirical facts rather than understanding the reasons for their occurrence and 

consideration of emotional responses to death and grief (Rosaldo, 1993 [1989]).  

The culture of headhunting among the Ilongot people was meant to help the 

people release rage that resulted from the devastating loss of a loved one. According to 

an interview carried with one of the members of this community, “rage, born of grief, 

impels him to kill his fellow human beings. He claims that he needs a place… ‘to carry 

his anger’” (Rosaldo, 1993 [1989], p. 167).  The hunting of other human beings and 

cutting their heads is a way to ‘toss’ this anger and grief, which is a part of his or her 

bereavement. Rosaldo fails to understand the connection between grief and rage, 

something to which he attests of comprehension after experiencing a tragic loss of a 

person close to him. He may have used other ways that are non-violent to express his 

grief, but to an Ilongot, the act of tossing people’s heads is well defined within their 

culture. It is an action that, rather than being a blatant act of murder, symbolizes the 

casting away of one’s burdens rather than keeping it within. It is a form of acceptance of 

one’s state of absence after his or her death (Rosaldo, 1993 [1989]). 
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With regards to violence, the Ilongot community perceives death as an act of 

aggression, as if someone has been forcefully taken away from them. The only logical 

way of expressing the unfairness of death, for this community, is through violence, 

which leads them to take a victim’s life. It is unlike other cultural responses which 

connect death with sanctity and movement onto a better life, which is believed to come 

after one’s passing. One thing that is different in the Ilongot community, as observed by 

Rosaldo, is the unacceptability of death and that they prefer to use euphemisms to talk 

about death. Their reaction to death is a possible coping mechanism to this form of 

violence. This cultural practice has since been outlawed by the government of the 

Philippines. The passing of this law caused the people to consider converting to 

Christianity in order to find new ways of dealing with the grief of a tragic loss. It took the 

death of his wife for Rosaldo to understand how painful death could be, and how this 

emotion could turn into anger that one can toss away (Rosaldo, 1993 [1989]).  

In the above mentioned classic ethnographic studies, violence and aggressive 

behaviour are culturally accepted and observed on daily basis.  It is, therefore, 

important to acknowledge the work of Jean Briggs who addresses the opposite, where 

violence and aggressive behaviour is culturally unacceptable and rarely observed. 

2.3 Never in Anger: Portrait of an Eskimo Family 

Jean Briggs was a Canadian ethnographer, anthropologist, and linguist. Her work in 

linguistics, working among the Inuit people of the Arctic region helped to preserve 

34,000 words of the Utku language through the publication Utkuhiksalik (Gushue, 

2016). In the study Never in Anger: Portrait of an Eskimo Family (1970), Briggs portrays 

the life of the Utku people belonging to what was called the Eskimo cultural group, now 

referred to as Inuit. She spent seventeen months with one family as its ‘adopted 

daughter’, learning their ways and behavioural patterns. The link to violence from an 

anthropologist’s view emerges in Brigg’s analysis of the ways in which the Utku people 

handled conflict and punishment for straying from the desired behaviour or path. This 

was taught to children from a young age.  

According to Khasnabish (2004), anger is a healthy and normal emotion that is 

experienced by all human beings. Anger can be productive and motivate efforts to 

challenge injustices, but it can also become uncontrollable, leading to violent behaviour 
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and destructive conflict. Briggs is an anthropologist whose ethnography describes her 

stay with the Utku people in Northern Canada. One of the most striking features in her 

work is the absence of anger from the Utku community. She notes that anger and its 

adverse effects have been suppressed through constant emotional reinforcements. This 

is evidenced when she acts as an intermediary after some outsiders borrow the only 

canoe left having already damaged the first one they had initially borrowed. Briggs was 

tempted to act on behalf of the Utku and refuse the request, but her host interjected 

and agreed to lend the canoe because he could not publicly decline any request (Briggs, 

1970). 

Several anthropologists have analysed Briggs’s ethnography and raised essential 

questions that can help underscore how anthropology perceives violence (Lerman, 

2006). One of these questions is whether Briggs’s account of the Utku indicates they are 

entirely non-violent and whether anger suppression and control have helped develop a 

peaceful society. The Utku are predominantly a hunting community. Thus violence is 

only employed in this context. Other researchers suggest that the suppression of anger 

is not sufficient to create a Utopia. However, it can help channel destructive emotions 

away from individual behaviour to the benefit of the entire society (Hall, 2016 [1907]; 

Fry, 2006; Agüero, n.d.). Briggs (1970) notes how the Utku carefully apply jokes and 

conflict management techniques to ensure that suspicion and fear do not gradually 

grow, leading the society members to become hostile to each other. 

Studying Briggs’s ethnography will help underscore how anthropology as a 

discipline, or at least some streams of anthropological thought, understands violence, 

here with an emphasis on learned cultural practices, such as the suppression of anger 

and an emphasis on cooperation as a survival strategy. Killing is an essential activity for 

the Utku because they are a hunting society, at least in regard to animal pray, but 

refraining from inter-personal violence is equally indispensable in maintaining cohesion 

among the members of the community (Bernard, 2011). 

There is, in Briggs’ study, at least the surface appearance of some contradictions 

in regard to violence. The Utku appear to enjoy killing, as they share their hunting 

stories with passionately, but they react with horror to the notion of killing a human, or 

any interpersonal aggression including shouting. The Utku associate danger with 

violence, such as the animal deaths they witness, the realization that other members of 
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the community might reciprocate similar feelings, and their repressed hostilities toward 

other community members. They focus on averting violence by being cautious, modest, 

and reticent regarding their individual accomplishments. Additionally, requests are 

phrased as non-threatening jokes, an approach that ensures they avoid confrontation 

among community members (Briggs, 1970).  

Understanding how the Utku avoid confrontation can help underscore how 

anthropology comprehends violence through the emphasis on culture, learned 

behaviour and the rejection of biological explanations. The tribe avoids all forms of 

inter-personal violence by ensuring they do not make promises or invitations and are 

hesitant to ask questions to avoid direct answers. Unlike Euro-American societies, the 

Utku express their feelings using hints and a suggestive body language when conflicts 

arise. In Briggs’s ethnography, anger occasionally erupts among the Utku, but the angry 

person often opted to walk away. Based on Briggs’s ethnography, an anthropological 

understanding of violence can be deduced as an outcome of anger. It is evident by the 

Utku community that subtly ostracizes individuals had develop tendencies to rage 

(Harris, 1979, and 1984). 

According to Walton (1993 p. 388), Briggs experienced a near collapse of identity 

“due to the inherent violence of the anthropological enterprise.” Violence in 

anthropological encounters is largely attributed to the manipulation of informants by a 

researcher when obtaining data by establishing a rapport. Such researchers often 

abandon their informants and divest them of any authority by exercising full control of 

the published work. However, Walton (1993) notes that violence often works in a 

contrasting manner because informants seek to dominate the anthropological 

encounter by controlling the ethnographers’ behaviour. Therefore, Briggs’ experience of 

an identity crisis might have been caused by the pressures exerted on her by the Utku 

way of life. Furthermore, Briggs might have behaved in ways that caused distress to her 

Utku parents due to these pressures. Briggs’ resulting need for her self-image 

exacerbated forgiveness as a child. Anthropologists share several characteristics with 

children when doing fieldwork studies in a foreign culture. They find it difficult to live up 

to the behaviour required of them by the adults of that culture, and often have limited 

power in determining how they should carry themselves. Also, anthropologists are like 

children making errors and seeking for forgiveness from their seniors (Walton, 1993). 
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Briggs depicts herself as powerless and dependent in her book. However, for the most 

part, she presents herself as a professional anthropologist and her experiences provided 

some valuable insights into violence and common assumptions of violence as an 

inherent trait of human beings.   

The lack of violence within the Utku community is largely underpinned by how 

their children are raised. Children are not disciplined instead they are fondled and loved 

helping them adjust to their role in the family. However, the Utku occasionally develop 

ambivalence among their children by acting in an aggressive and loving manner as 

evidenced by the rough handling of children when bathing and nursing them. The Utku 

believe that these approaches help strengthening the children by inculcating caution 

and uncertainty regarding their attitudes towards other humans (Hannerz, 2003). 

The above mentioned scholars, Tylor and Morgan through on to Chagnon, 

Briggs, and Rosaldo, all focus on culture. Violence emerges as the result of inter and 

intra-group conflict, violence is avoided through certain learned tactics, or violence is 

used as an expression of grief and a coping mechanism. In all of this work, and the three 

cases discussed above, violence is shown to be complex in terms of its causes, its 

outcomes, and how it is avoided or employed. The common thread connecting these 

works is the complexity of violence which defies solely biological, cultural or 

individual/psychological explanations. The anthropology of violence thus illustrates that 

a unifying or primary theory of violence is not possible and that any explanations would 

tend to be more appropriate for the context-specific violence which runs counter to the 

kind of grand theories proposed by early scholars such as Weber or Durkheim in 

sociology or Tylor and Morgan in anthropology.  

 Warfare is another area of violence that has received a great deal of scholarly 

attention. As there is no space in this thesis to do justice to this complex topic it is, 

therefore, best to leave warfare aside for the most part and to focus rather on ‘peace’. 

Logically peace is the opposite concept of violence. However, there is a growing 

literature in anthropology on peacekeeping, especially the link between peacekeeping 

and development, for which anthropological understandings of violence. Before turning 

to the issue of peacekeeping, it would be appropriate to consider briefly the 

anthropology of violence as it pertains to warfare, drawing on the noted scholar of 

anthropology of warfare, Keith F. Otterbein (1994). 
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3 Violence, War, and Peace 

3.1 War  

Keith Otterbein approached the issue of violence head-on, conducting studies in 

warfare utilizing cross-cultural and ethnographic methods (Otterbein, 1994). He made 

significant contributions to the quest for understanding the role of violence in the social 

construct of humanity through these studies. Some of the cases talked about including 

the motivation towards capital offenses and rape, believing that combat is a learned 

behaviour. Many of his theories about warfare have been applied in fields as ways of 

acquiring a better understanding of the prevailing events and a resolution for peace.  

David Riches, an anthropologist, defines violence as the act of physical 

aggression that is considered illegitimate by the witness and deemed legitimate by the 

performer. Riches (1986) notes, that the issue of violence is likely to be challenged 

regarding the subject of legality. Koskinen (2016) provided a restrictive definition of 

violence from a historical and sociological perspective which corresponds to the above 

arguments. However, Koskinen (2016) allows for the possibility of other meanings 

depending on the context and arguments raised. Unlike scholars such as Bufacchi (2011) 

and Koehler and Zurcher (2003) who are convinced that violence is adequately defined 

as the bodily harm through the physical application of force, Koskinen admits that the 

definition of the term remains highly contested.  

The use of ordinary language neglects the different forms of violence. The 

incorporation of the concept of illegitimacy and legitimacy by Riches raises problems as 

it is morally and ideologically constructed (Schinkel, 2005). Also, Riches’ definition tends 

to overlook several essential components of harm, such as excluding the psychological 

and emotional pain suffered by an individual (Schinkel, 2005). On a similar note, the 

definition by Riches focuses on the deliberate, interpersonal, and visible injury between 

people and excludes the injury against persons caused by agencies or institutions. 

Likewise, it overshadows the cruelty instigated by communal processes that produce 

organized social injuries, such as those spread through established racism and gender-

based violence (Schinkel, 2005). 

The comprehensive explanation of violence attempts to provide a more precise 

and extended description. Barak (2003) defined violence as any structural arrangement 
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or act that result in harm to one or more individuals. Correspondingly, Jackman (2002) 

provides a similar definition that focuses unequivocally on the detachment of violence 

from moral, legal, and social standings and the injuriousness of the violent actions. The 

definition by Jackman provides a universal basis for identifying harmful social 

behaviours from their behavioural attributes, thus giving the definition a broad 

application. The definition includes all the actions that inflict injury to an individual as 

well as all the acts that either threaten or results in injury. This definition is flexible and 

it presents an opportunity to pursue new questions about violence in social life (Haan, 

2008).   

Violence is the exercise of authority or strength by an individual or an agency 

that denies other individuals their right to make a difference either by limiting them 

from achieving their goals or reducing their current status (Henry, 2000). Koehler and 

Zurcher (2003) argue that it is imperative to avoid any descriptive and conceptual 

ambivalence given the ethical and political implications of the study of violence. 

Moreover, Waddington, Badger & Bull (2004) found some drawbacks of using the 

inclusive approach while defining violence. They argue that the definition of abuse 

under this method is very broad and state that to an individual any form of violence is 

unacceptable. Secondly, they assert that the general definition can obstruct the 

meaning of abuse by concealing the intricacies of the phenomenon in a definitional fiat. 

Lastly, the broad definition can confuse the denotation and connotation of an event due 

to the difference in the interpretation of the phenomenon while using the same 

conceptual apparatus. 

3.2 Peace  

After the devastation of the Second World War, the United Nations formed explicit 

goals of preventing such conflicts from arising again. In the way in which the UN plays a 

role in violence prevention or de-escalating conflict is with the use of multinational 

peacekeeping forces.  The United Nations is responsible for maintaining peace across 

the world. The entity utilizes an army made up of soldiers from almost every country 

around the world, with the common goal of restoring peace in certain regions marred 

by instability (Ben-Ari and Elron, 2001).  
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Robert A. Rubinstein is a professor who is distinguished by his extensive research 

work in anthropological studies in this area. His areas of interest majorly lie in medical 

and political anthropology as well as social science history (Rubinstein 1993, 2003, and 

2005). The extent of research he has performed in this field makes him relevant, to be 

included, in this thesis. His political anthropology research is centred on the cross-

cultural aspects of conflict and dispute resolution. In his work, he discusses the use of 

anthropological approaches to achieve peace among different communities.  

According to Rubinstein (2003 and 2005), culture and peace are interconnected. 

Some cultures are more endeared towards violence while others tend to be peaceful. As 

Briggs argued earlier behavioural response toward violence can be a learned and shared 

response – in short, cultural, response. Efforts to bring peace to different communities 

requires such learned responses, including learning how to tolerate each other. Such 

work is an integral part of peacekeeping work. However, this is a culturally complex 

environment which involves the conflicting parties as well as the varied cultural 

backgrounds of the peacekeepers themselves. Such platforms expand the chances of 

miscommunication due to the cultural issues entailed with such complex environments. 

The spaces in which peacekeeping missions typically operate often need to contend 

with the history of colonialism and emergent forms of neo-colonialism, xenophobia, 

criminal activities, as well as the militarization of peacekeeping and development work 

(Slim, 2001). In his work, Rubinstein (2005) seeks to explore the intervention measures 

that are appropriate for peacekeeping situations. He argues that cultural awareness and 

sensitivity is crucial to the goal of achieving peace. He refers here to the level of 

tolerance that can be achieved in cases that involve multicultural interactions, such as 

peacekeeping missions. The second important consideration is the cultural awareness 

on the part of the peacekeepers concerning the people in areas where they have been 

deployed in terms of the local cultures. All these aspects fit into a particular framework 

that needs to be designed to ensure that peacekeeping missions are successful and fulfil 

their intended goals. This framework is put in place through the United Nations primary 

role of conflict reduction and resolution. Rubenstein argues that such goals are not easy 

to achieve and in the cultural arena the values of peacekeeping nations may clash with 

the values of those who their efforts are intended to protect. For instance, Rubenstein 

discusses the issues of FGM or female circumcision which occurs in areas such as the 
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horn of Africa. The Western world generally considers this practice as being ‘barbaric’. 

However, discouraging such practices may entail the perception of disrespect for 

cultural groups for whom these practices are viewed quite differently. 

Miscommunication in peacekeeping efforts may arise due to language barriers and 

unspoken or assumed intentions. For instance, the peacekeeping intervention in 

Somalia was misinterpreted as an attempt to convert Muslim citizens to Christianity. 

Others saw it as a political intervention meant to impose a desired leadership in the 

region (Rubinstein, 2005). The result of such miscommunication results in a rebellion of 

the locals against peacekeeping forces, escalating the potential for conflict and violence 

even further. Therefore, cultural tolerance and communication are crucial to achieving 

peace in peacekeeping missions and the communities in general.   

Anthropologists have conducted some research in the area concerning cultural 

awareness, violence reduction, and peacekeeping. Efrat Elron is an expert in matters of 

civil rights, business, globalization, and women’s rights, whose experience is based on 

Israel (GEAD, 2010). Her research interests are aligned towards the operations of 

multinational organizations with regards to cultural diversity and she has worked 

together with Ben-Ari on matters concerning cultural diversity in multinational forces 

(Elron, Shamir & Ben-Ari, 1999). The combined expertise of Elron and Ben-Ari are 

essential when focused on issues of national and transnational importance. They have a 

breadth of knowledge on the cultural impacts upon the organizational dynamics within 

military spaces, which gives them the authority to analyse international organizations 

and efforts such as peacekeeping as conducted by the United Nations. 

 In another significant work, Blue Helmets and White Armor multi-nationalism and 

multiculturalism among UN Peacekeeping Forces, Ben-Ari and Elron (2001) explore the 

challenges that military forces involved in peacekeeping missions face on the 

battleground in an effort to help restore peace to regions of deployment. They conduct 

research to determine the impact of cultural interactions between members of the 

peacekeeping forces as well as the locals. This study is done through interviews with 

civilians and military personnel who actively participated in various missions around the 

world, working with the United Nations (Ben-Ari & Elron, 2001).  

Cultural differences play a major role in the way violence is perceived. Eyes Ben-

Ari and Erfat Elron (2001) carried out an investigation into the various intra-
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organizational conflicts in the UN peacekeeping forces. This survey was carried ‘officero-

centric’ because it involved soldiers who had to work side by side with foreign nationals 

to ensure stability in their country (Ben-Ari & Elron, 2001:274). Culture is a significant 

part of how people interact with each other and it is a common identity among the 

soldiers and civilians.  Their behaviour is based on their own culture and their tolerance 

towards others’ cultural differences (Ben-Ari & Elron, 2001). 

Rubinstein (2005) focuses on a similar approach, working to provide guidance on 

how people within a cosmopolitan group should act and react towards one another 

without major cultural collisions. He writes about an anthropological approach as being 

useful to achieving peaceful multicultural interactions in peacekeeping missions. The 

Blue and White colours, as written about by Ben-Ari and Elron (2001), are generally 

associated with the United Nations and its values, such as peace and non-violence. 

However, what this research reveals is that UN authorities also were concealing in-

fighting and the lack of cultural cohesion that could be found within the international 

body that is charged with the duty to ensure international stability and exercise of 

fairness in such engagements. In order to achieve the conditions of peace, both on the 

ground and within the peacekeeping forces, anthropological work and its attention to 

culture and culturally-based conflicts can be shown to have an important role to play in 

this regard. Rubinstein (2003, p. 31), also, emphasizes that culture is a learned system 

that “is learned through practice” -“by doing.” 

Rubinstein offers an example to this problem as seen in the events that occurred 

after the 1957 ceasefire in the Suez Canal. The United Nations deployed armed forces 

on a peacekeeping mission to oversee the separation of the Israeli and Egyptian troops 

who fought over the Sinai and Gaza regions. A cultural issue of miscommunication arose 

leading to an act of violence when the armed peacekeepers mistook a call for prayers to 

be that for civil disobedience. The peacekeeping force reacted by opening fire upon a 

minaret (Rubinstein, 1993). This act arose, Rubenstein argues, as the direct result of a 

lack of understanding of the local language, the local religious belief system and how 

they were practiced. It was an early and notable sign of lack of consideration of how 

cultural knowledge, or the lack thereof, may directly result in violence. The soldiers 

were well-versed with military tactics but they were not equipped with this knowledge 

that is essential for successful peacekeeping operations. Ten years after the occupation 
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by peacekeeping forces, they left the region and the 1967 Arab-Israeli war followed 

closely afterward. This underscores the failure of the peacekeepers to achieve their goal 

and its possible ineffectiveness in brokering long-term solutions to complex conflicts. 

Rubinstein, in his analysis, places an emphasis on the lack of proper integration 

of people from different countries and cultures in peacekeeping work. The formation of 

the UN was based upon preventing large-scale warfare among and between nation-

states. Rubenstein argues that UN policies and practices put in place to oversee 

international peace were unrealistic as they hardly considered the sociocultural aspects 

of the groups involved in the war and the complexity involved in peacekeeping duties in 

the internal context of civil wars and failed states (Rubinstein, 1993). He suggests that 

attention to cultural matters within peacekeeping forces and culturally or ethnically 

based matters concerning the conflicting parties is integral to the achievement of the 

goals of international peacekeeping. Anthropological analyses and its attention to the 

culture issues, patterned behaviour and participant observation are the key in the 

achievement of the reduction of violence and conflict in this area.  

The anthropologists whose work has been discussed earlier above clearly 

demonstrate the presence of violence in different communities and the role that culture 

plays in understanding the role of violence, why it occurs, and, in the case of Rubenstein 

and others, how this knowledge could be applied in peacekeeping missions. Briggs, 

Chagnon, and Rosaldo focus on quite different cultural contexts. While violence is a 

factor in all of these societies, the role that violence plays, the form that it takes, how 

violence is understood, employed or even avoided are highly varied and complex. At 

first glance it may appear that some cultural groups or societies are more ‘prone’ to 

violence than others, but the work of these anthropologists point to the complex and 

central role played by culture, along with intersecting factors of social organization, 

gender, material factors, competition, and larger forces such as colonization and 

development. The work and approaches of scholars like Briggs and others toward 

violence provide useful knowledge about the complex knowledge that needs to be 

addressed in the efforts aimed at the reduction of violence and conflict resolution. 

Peacekeepers play a crucial role in preventing violence against populations but 

also protecting the rights and freedoms of civilians caught within the context of armed 

conflicts. The UN also provides humanitarian services such as food and other essential 
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needs to the civilians during armed conflict (UN, n.d.). The management of violent 

conflicts must also extend to the protection of humanitarian workers so their work can 

continue. The close collaboration between militaries and humanitarian NGOs has been 

pointed out as an arguably necessary but ultimately paradoxical collaboration 

(Rubenstein 2005; Slim 1996 and 2001). The challenges of effectively preventing and 

responding to violence, particularly conflict-related sexual violence, are yet to be met. 

Furthermore, the act of peacekeeping itself, the paradox of military force being used to 

achieve peace is problematic and there is evidence that peacekeeping forces may 

allegedly produce rather than reduce levels of violence. Peacekeepers have themselves 

committed acts of sexual abuse during a war, for example, in conflict zones of 

Afghanistan, Haiti, Liberia, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Eritrea, and East Timor 

(UN, n.d.). Often, women and young girls are the victims of atrocities such as rape and 

physical abuse and which can result in both physical and psychological long-term 

disabilities. Holt, Taylor and Kelly, (2009) note that there were allegations of sexual 

abuse and exploitation of refugees, particularly women, in Guinea, Sierra Leone, and 

Liberia by the UN peacekeepers and other humanitarian personnel, which exposed the 

female gender including young girls to violence as their sexuality was consistently 

exploited. The acts of sexual exploitation, abuse, and violence were mainly carried out 

by the military personnel and police (Holt et al., 2009).  

Another well-documented case concerned the Canadian Airborne Regiment who 

acted as peacekeepers in the early 1990s in Somalia (Sherene, 2000). They were 

accused of crimes against humanity on more than one count. The soldiers of the 

Canadian Airborne Regiment had beaten, raped, and tortured to death a Somali 

teenager who was accused of trying to break into the Canadian compound for the 

purposes of looting and they were also accused of shooting two Somalis in the back. 

This incident drew attention from the media and the government called for internal 

inquiries and military courts. In 1995, videos depicting the violent and racist acts 

surfaced (Sherene, 2000). The actions represented the violation of human rights by 

peacekeepers who were supposed to protect the fundamental freedoms of citizens in 

war-torn nations and during periods of political anarchy. The issue of social and moral 

violence is clearly revealed in these situations, and one question that emerged 
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questioned the wisdom of using combat troops who are not trained as peacekeepers to 

fulfil the peacekeeping role (Sherene, 2000). 

The following section links together the earlier work on the anthropology of 

violence and the focus on peacekeeping in conflict zones in a discussion of the 

important work of Paul Farmer. 
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4 Modern Developments 

4.1 Paul Farmer and Structural Violence 

Paul Farmer is an American physician and anthropologist whose work involves health 

care provision to rural and under-resourced regions, especially in the developing and 

underdeveloped countries. He founded Partners In Health (PIH), an organization that 

deals with humanitarian crises in different places around the world. His extensive work 

in disaster-stricken regions makes him a relevant contributor to this subject (Farmer, 

1996, 1999, 2003, 2004, and 2010; Farmer, Connors & Simmons, 1996). Farmer’s 

conceptualization of violence is rather more sophisticated than the approaches of 

Briggs, Chagnon and other discussed earlier. His earlier work tended to focus on small-

scale societies typical of classic anthropology. They may be seen as societies under 

stress as the result of colonization and cultural change. However, Farmer has worked in 

societies such as Haiti and Rwanda that are, or were, conflict zones and populations that 

have had to contend with extreme violence in the form of totalitarian governments in 

the case of Haiti or, in the case of Rwanda, ethnically based genocide. Farmer’s 

approach, however, extends the concept of violence beyond these issues to encompass 

a wider dimension of violence, which involves non-physical violence (Farmer, 1996, 

1999, 2003, 2004 and 2010; Farmer et al., 1996). 

Farmer (1996, 1999, and 2004) introduces structural violence as a new angle to 

understand violence.  Structural violence includes economic and political factors; it also 

includes activities that are supposed to assist local people such as international 

development. Structural violence here is not inter-personal violence or violence 

between individuals or small groups, as in the case of the work such as Briggs or 

Renaldo. Structural violence cannot be understood with the tools of psychology, as this 

is not violence that can be attributed, and explained, as the result of the actions of one 

individual upon another. Farmer’s work suggests that structural violence is best 

understood with the tools of anthropology and perhaps economics and political science. 

Structural violence is difficult to perceive because it is rooted in the macro and micro 

social organization of a society which, in turn, may be linked to international factors as 

well. Structural violence is understood as negative outcomes on the bodies, lives, 

health, and social position and wellbeing of individuals and groups as the result of 



32 

certain social and economic arrangements. Farmer argues that this violence creates 

injuries but not always in the traditional understanding of violence. This could be 

malnutrition, isolation, marginalization and poverty, limitations in healthcare, housing 

and education, all of which are ultimately rooted in political and economic factors. The 

challenge of structural violence is that it is difficult to point to a specific actor in the 

process, but the outcomes for people Farmer has worked with for many years are 

patterned and predictable. Farmer’s perspective widens the scope of the definition of 

the term violence to encompass economic crimes, the spread of preventable disease, 

and lack of basics, such as food, safe water, healthcare and housing, typical of 

humanitarian crises. Farmer is consistent with his analysis of how these effects are 

rooted in the economic and political organization (Farmer, 1996, and 2004). In this 

sense, Farmer’s approach to violence bears more similarity to the approach by Weber 

discussed in section 2. 

Farmer’s (1996, and 1999) research on Haiti reveals that economic and political 

forces have a significant influence on the risks of people getting tuberculosis, AIDS, and 

other communicable diseases. Such diseases are often interpreted as biological or 

natural issues to be addressed with modern medicine and public health initiatives. 

Farmer, as a physician, does not ignore medicine. However, he does not apply a strict 

epidemiological approach to understanding the spread of these diseases. Rather, 

Farmer maintains in his body of work that we need to understand disease in its political 

and economic context as well. He uses the case of Haiti to explain the prevalence of 

disease and poverty as linked to multiple and complex structural factors rooted in 

Haitian history and the present, such as colonialism, foreign intervention, destructive 

international development programs, and the support by foreign powers of the military 

government. Farmer traces these factors and illustrates them, in keeping with the 

anthropological approach, to case studies of individuals who are subjected to these 

forms of violence. These social, economic and political factors determine the level of 

suffering of individual’s experience, ranging from torture to hunger, and to rape 

(Farmer, 1996, and 2004).  

People have to struggle on a daily basis for food, water, wood, and other 

essential requirements due to scarcity, much as those who are living under conditions 

of open conflict. Those conditions can lead to reduced life expectancy standing at less 
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than 50 years. The primary cause of death among adults is tuberculosis and among 

children, measles, diarrhoea, and malnourishment. The extreme poverty in this region 

and limited access to quality medical care increases the number of deaths (Farmer, 

1996; Farmer et al., 1996). Yet Farmer maintains in his work that we need to understand 

this poverty and lack of access to medical care as the result of structural violence. 

Farmer is clear throughout his text that life expectations and choices in Haiti are 

structured by relations of sexism, racism, poverty, and political violence, all of which can 

be traced historically until the period of his research. Farmer (1996) illustrates how such 

political violence is expressed against the people of this region. The example he 

provided is that of Do Kay village which was initially located in a fertile valley that had 

an adequate supply of water. The individuals in the community were farmers and sold 

some of their products to the local markets (Farmer, 1996, 1999, and 2004). The 

government constructed a dam along the region and forced the community to move 

into the rocky hills on either side of the valley as the area flooded the fertile farmland. 

The people were thus exposed to extreme poverty as the result of having to farm much 

poorer land (Farmer, 1996, and 2004). The villagers also did not benefit from either the 

water or the electricity generated from the dam. The government failed to provide the 

community with an alternative source of income after destroying their land, thus 

inflicting pain and suffering on them (Farmer, 1996). Further, the government failed in 

its responsibility of providing its citizens with favourable social amenities; therefore, the 

poor implementation of regulations caused suffering to the people. Additionally, 

children attended dilapidated schools some of which are banana-thatched and open 

shelters (Farmer, 1996, and 2004). This is a classic example of the problematic of 

international development, but it is also illustrative of Farmer’s concept of structural 

violence. Negative outcomes and suffering resulted from power structures that are not 

necessarily visible on the local level, yet the local outcomes were obvious to all 

concerned.  

Farmer contends that poorly conceived development projects were only one 

factor. Another was the nature of the Haitian government which, in turn, was supported 

by foreign powers such as the United States. The political violence that was exercised at 

the local level was quite visible, yet Farmer contends that the local forms of political 

violence need to be understood in the context of the foreign powers which supported 
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and enabled this violence and which has long been a feature of Haitian political history. 

The violence in Farmer’s narrative is immediately linked to the military coup d’état of 

September 1991 which stirred frustration and anger amongst the citizens. The following 

periods were characterized by increased oppression and fear, and the military 

government suppressed freedoms such as speech (Farmer, 1996). Farmer uses the 

example of a young labourer, Chouchou, who was assaulted and ultimately murdered 

by the local authorities after being reported for simply making a jest about the state of 

the roads. (Farmer, 1996). The soldiers arrested and tortured the people for trivial 

reasons, and the media was restricted from criticizing this form of governance. The 

murder of Chouchou and at least 3000 Haitians during the 1991 coup d’état shows the 

agony and political violence against the people (Farmer, 1996). However, Farmer’s point 

is how seemingly mundane and trivial Chouchou’s death was under such conditions. 

While the police and the military are directly responsible for Chouchou’s death, Farmer 

encourages us to consider the context in a more complex way through the analysis of 

structural violence. Chouchou was one among many labourers who were only in this 

position as the result of the processes described earlier that forced rural farmers off 

their land. While Farmer is not suggesting in his text to absolve the Haitian police or 

military of their actions, the situation that this young man found himself in can only be 

understood in a larger perspective. Similar to Chouchou, Farmer articulates the agony of 

Acephie, a young woman who was also forced to look for work outside of her rural 

community and sought work as a domestic servant. Acephie entered into a relationship 

with a married soldier, one of the few groups in Haitian society to have a stable income, 

and uses this relationship and the support he provided to support her family. Acephie 

later becomes pregnant and develops AIDS and passes away back in her rural village. 

Farmer (1996) classifies the agony against Acephie and Chouchou as modal suffering. 

Political violence and AIDS are the leading causes of death among the adults in Haiti. 

These afflictions are not as a result of force majeure or accident but the consequence, 

indirect or direct, of human agency (Farmer, 1996, and 2010). Farmer is careful not to 

deny agency to Chouchou or Acephie, but his analysis of structural violence makes it 

clear that choices are limited to the point where an agency is indeed limited. For 

example, the flooding of the Artibonite Valley which deprived the Kay community of 

their land was the result of a series of decision over which the local people had no 
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influence. The foreign support of the Haitian military government resulted in the state 

having almost unconstrained power over the rural communities, thus limiting the 

potential of the people and depriving them of their rights and freedoms (Farmer, 1996, 

and 1999). 

4.1.1 Violence in the context of development 

A significant feature of Farmer’s work in Haiti concerns international development 

projects. Anthropology, especially from the 1990s and onwards, has been highly critical 

of development. Many of these criticisms revolved around the effects of development, 

such as how ‘development’ appears to maintain the global south in a state of 

underdevelopment for the benefit of the global north, such as through resource 

extraction, and the employment of development agencies and NGOs located in the 

global north (Escobar 1994; Ferguson 1994; Venkatesan & Yarrow 2014).  However, 

scholars such as Farmer, and others (Marans & Adelman, 1997) have considered 

development as a form of violence in and of itself. While these conceptualizations of 

violence at first glance appears to be radically different from the small-scale, 

interpersonal forms of violence that anthropologists like Briggs and Chagnon 

considered, it represents an important new development in how anthropology has 

conceived of violence.    

  For instance, the construction of the hydroelectric dam in Haiti in the Artibonite 

Valley can be considered as a development project in a simplistic sense – that of 

generating electricity for Haiti in order to develop the nation’s economy to boost the 

supply of electricity across the nation. However, residents of Kay village were displaced 

by floods as a result of the project and, as anthropologists such as Escobar (1994)and 

Ferguson(1994) have noted, local populations were often not consulted or even 

considered in such large-scale development plans. As a result, the local farmers were 

forced from their lands and had to relocate to rocky summits which did not support 

agriculture (Farmer, 1996). The resultant factor was the widespread poverty in the 

region as the people could not generate income from agriculture as was the case in the 

past. Likewise, the government did not compensate the community for these outcomes, 

thus contributing to the increased poverty (Farmer, 1996). Depriving the residents of 

their ability to generate revenue is considered here a form of economic violence 
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(Marans & Adelman, 1997), or, as Farmer framed it, structural violence. I will conclude 

this section on this point in order to suggest that an important contribution that 

anthropology has made to the theorization of violence is the kind of expansion of the 

concept as Farmer has suggested. His analysis of the plight of these Haitian villagers 

focuses on political violence that resulted in torture and death but invites us to 

understand the broader context which has engendered this violence. Farmer draws 

attention to poverty not as a ‘natural’ feature of Haitian society but as a phenomenon 

that is produced as the result, in the case of the Artibonite Valley, of a chain of events 

from the local to the national to the international level. The chain of events that lead to 

one individual’s torture and murder, to another who died of AIDS from the micro 

perspective are invisible. Farmer’s framework of structural violence invites us to 

consider this chain. It suggests that the project of development itself can be seen as a 

form of violence. 

This thesis cannot be concluded without a final consideration of the places 

anthropologist themselves conduct their studies of violence and the ethical concerns 

they can endure related to their research in the field. 
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5 Responsibilities of Anthropologists working in Violent Spaces 

5.1 Ethics 

Anthropologists have increasingly been involved in studies involving human rights, 

conflict, and social justice (Khasnabish, 2004). This section aims at critically appraising 

the ethical responsibility of anthropologists working in violent spaces. Earlier 

explorations on research ethics remain useful and help to illustrate the current diversity 

of opinion on various ethical issues. This diversity is evident by the Ethical columns of 

the American Anthropological Association’s (AAA) Anthropology News, whereby key 

questions are raised that help stimulate and guide discussions and debates regarding 

ethical issues in anthropology studies (Strathern, 2000).  

Human Subject Research Committees (HSRC) and Institutional Review Boards 

(IRB) at universities often present challenges for anthropologists because their 

guidelines are mainly based on varying research methodologies such as biomedical and 

psychological experimentations. Earlier anthropological concerns about the ethics of 

informed consent and the use of pseudonyms and so forth have also given rise to a 

more complex discussion as anthropologists are increasingly working in conflict zones, 

areas of political instability, social unrest and terrorism and which have led to a number 

of heated controversies (Varisco, 2011).  

The anthropological study of violence has itself resulted in a number of 

anthropological controversies. Chagnon’s work, as discussed in section 2, is one such 

example (Lambek, 2010). Since he released his book in 1968, several accusations have 

been made against Chagnon such as the total disregard of the Yanomamö cultural 

proscriptions against discussing kinship relations and using names with the aim of 

gathering genealogical data and personal information. In doing so, Chagnon was 

accused of unethical research practices and whose actions may allegedly have even 

fostered violent conflicts within the communities (Chagnon, 1968; Borofsky et al., 

2005). Chagnon’s questionable ethical practices clashed with the ethical responsibility 

of an anthropologist working in a violent, or potentially violent, space, particularly if 

accusations emerge of fostering violence in order to study it. This can be underscored 

by the payment made to the informants using western goods such as machetes which 

arguably further fuelled the violent conflicts within the territory. There may be valid 
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criticism regarding Chagnon’s work, but one should take into account the timing and 

context. While not to excuse Chagnon, this breach of ethical research occurred, the 

research ethics that governed anthropologists were not as developed and complex as 

they are today. Bear in mind that, Chagnon in some regard was not conducting research 

that was in practice like any other studies of its day (Farris & Taliaferro, 2015). The 

responsibility of anthropologists working in violent spaces entails extracting accurate 

descriptions and accounts from the local informants without causing harm to the 

populace involved. However, unlike most ethnographers, his research paradigm was 

rooted in the biological sciences rather than socio-cultural (Khasnabish, 2004). In such a 

paradigm the primary focus appears to be placed upon the knowledge to be gained, 

rather than the rights and welfare of the subjects of the study, the latter of which is 

more typical of socio-cultural anthropology. During the late 1970s, after Chagnon’s 

fieldwork was completed, the heavy criticism led to a total overhaul of the then 

research ethics (Borofsky et al., 2005). 

Emerging methods of conducting research such as participatory action research 

(PAR) raised different ethical obligations and issues for anthropologists working in 

violent spaces (Fluehr-Lobban, 2002). As a result of the kind of research that modern 

anthropologists have focused on – such as development, peacekeeping and displaced 

populations - anthropologists working in such spaces often encounter vulnerable 

persons who may include children, people traumatized by war and violence, and 

persons without legal status. Research conducted in violent spaces raises serious ethical 

issues in which the quest for knowledge must take into consideration the potential 

harm it might do to informants. Furthermore, as Farmer’s research illustrates, in the 

context of police states and totalitarian governments even casual remarks can lead to 

torture and death. The kind of information that anthropologists collect in such spaces 

has enormous potential for harm. Currently, research ethicists across the world are 

faced with specific issues that reflect global concerns such as the conduct of 

anthropology research among warring communities and privacy protection in light of 

increased Internet capabilities and advances in technology. In most OCED countries, the 

underlying debates and challenges regarding research ethics include the varying notions 

of what constitutes as an anthropology study in a violent space (Michaelis, 1955).  
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Difficult ethical dilemmas are inevitable in most violent spaces, but most 

anthropologists strive to be ethical in their study to avoid any controversies and to 

cause harm to the people they work with. Poggie and DeWalt, (1992) note that there is 

a lack of comprehensive courses on professional ethics in the departments of 

anthropology at colleges and universities as an elective unit or a requirement. However, 

there is an abundance of valuable empirical literature and established codes of research 

ethics that provide a comprehensive framework for anthropologists working in violent 

spaces. Since the late 1990s, there has been a measurable and marked increase in the 

attention accorded to research ethics for anthropologists working in violent spaces. As 

discussed earlier, much of the increased attention is due to the controversies regarding 

Chagnon’s work with the Yanomamö and other such studies. The ethical conducts of an 

anthropologist remain an issue of personal conscience and morality in adhering to the 

predetermined institutional guidelines and codes (Scheper-Hughes, 2004).  

Five key principles have been developed by the anthropologist community to 

describe the ethical guidelines that help professionals remain responsible to uphold the 

rights of their research participants living in violent spaces.  

Voluntary participation.  This principle requires that anthropologists should not 

coerce people into participating in their research, and is especially relevant when 

ethnographers are dealing with people living in violent spaces or their subjects are 

incarcerated (Kemper & Royce, 2002). 

Informed consent.  This principle requires that prospective participants should 

be fully informed about the risks and procedures involved and must give their consent 

to participate in the research.  

Risk of harm.  Ethical principles require that anthropologists working in violent 

spaces should not place their participants in situations whereby their participation 

might cause them physical or psychological injury (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). 

Confidentiality.  An anthropologist is required to guarantee his/her participants that 

any identifying data will not be made available to third parties who are not directly 

involved in the research.  

Anonymity. The participants in an anthropological study should remain 

anonymous even to the researchers themselves. The principle of anonymity provides a 
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stronger assurance of privacy, but it is often very difficult to accomplish (Willis & 

Trondman, 2000). 

 Anthropologists have to take into considerations various factors while 

conducting their work and they have to take extra precautions when working in violent 

spaces.  They need to know or get to know the culture and the belief system of their 

subjects in order to avoid miscommunication because one wrong word or a wrong 

move can have serious consequences. As discussed in section 3, a call for prayer was 

mistaken for civil disobedience that resulted in peacekeeping forces opening fire upon a 

minaret (Rubinstein, 2016). Anthropologists have to have at least some situational 

awareness prior to arriving into the area their plan to conduct their research in as it can 

save their lives or prevent them getting into harms ways. 

Unfortunately, a full review of the literature is not possible here.  Therefore I will 

now move on to the conclusion where I will sum up this thesis. 
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Conclusion

This paper targets the issues of violence, from a perspective of anthropology with 

regards to conflicts that affect interpersonal relationships that can affect a community 

or societies. The various sections of the paper have detailed the inputs of renowned 

scholars who made contributions not only to the subject of violence but also to the 

whole field of anthropology as well. 

Durkheim presents the idea that violence is a form of social control and a 

component of social organisation and thus a mechanism with which to maintain the 

functioning of the social order, and thus, the issue is more social than it is a 

psychological phenomenon. Durkheim’s theory is supported in various ways by the 

work of Chagnon, Briggs, and Rosaldo, through their studies conducted among the 

people of Yanomamö, Ilongots, and the Utku from different parts of the world. Whether 

it is to resolve conflicts, increase status, to express grief or rage, or to preserve social 

harmony, violence is a common thread throughout this work, even if its manifestations 

vary. Violence here has a functional purpose. However, this is why I have felt it 

necessary to discuss ethical issues concerning anthropological work in violent spaces. 

An analysis of the functional operation of violence, whether in the context of the 

preservation of order or the resolution of conflict, is not to suggest that anthropologists 

should condone violence as a part of the analysis. 

This thesis has provided a review of how anthropology examines and 

understands various approaches to the study of violence from divergent socio-cultural 

perspectives.  Ranging from early approaches to modern developments as well as 

examining few classic ethnographic case studies that have had lasting effect on the field 

of anthropology. Ethical considerations can be difficult and fraught with challenges, 

especially in the context of the discipline’s long-standing engagement with cultural 

relativism. Cultural relativism can easily slide into moral relativism, and the study of 

violence is no exception.  We, as anthropologists, need to carefully consider our 

analytical and moral stance toward violence. 

 

____________________________________ 

                                            Halldóra Sigríður Brandsdóttir
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