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How can anthropologists
promote peace?

Shivering in the cold war of the early 1980s, anthropo-
logists raised the question that accompanies every period
of global tension: how can we promote peace? Here |
suggest ways of applying widely accepted anthropologi-
cal findings and concepts to contemporary global con-
flicts, in ways that conceivably could reduce the dangers
of war. First I discuss ideas that could be pursued
through academic research, teaching and writing, and
then applications for political activism.

The academic mode

To start, we can help dispel certain myths, myths that
make war seem inevitable and so may discourage resist-
ance to war, One such myth is that war is the result of
some aggressive instinct. This idea has been thoroughly
examined and discredited.! The sociobiologists who
continue to seek a genetic basis of human aggression
have made the “instinctive’ contribution so general as lo
be irrelevant for understanding the problems we curren-
tly face.” Passage of the Seville Statement on Violence
by a vote of 1,669 to 230 members of the American An-
thropological Association is a step toward eliminating
this deeply rooted misconception,

Another myth has received less scrutiny. That is, that
war is inevitable because all societies have always had
war. Factually, that is incorrect, since we know of so-
cieties that practised no kind of war whatsoever.” More
to the peint, looking at the world today from the per-
spective of general sociocultural evolution suggests that
the conditions which underlay war in the past may no
longer apply among modern industrialized nations. Ear-
lier amhropological writers on war-Boas, Malinowski,
Newcomb'~all hit upon the same point despite their to-
tally different theoretical orientations: human societies
have evolved towards larger, more inclusive polities,
within which peace is the rule. They cach predicted con-
tinuation of this trend, and the decline of war, as a global
society emerged.

ek

The trend does seem to continue, as indicated by mar-
kers as diverse as the transnationalization of capital, the
continued viability of the UN, and growth of the EEC and
COMECON. One measure of progress to date is that it is
difficult 1o foresee circumstances which could lead o
war among the major Western European states. We take
this peace for granted, but to have suggested the possi-
bility of harmony among these states would have
seemed hopelessly naive one hundred or even fifty years
ago. Further, the current East-West alignmeny, for all its
dangers of polarization, does reduce the number of inde-
pendent war machines; and this, along with develop-
ments in intelligence gathering, reduces the uncertainty
and lack of predictability that sharpened national con-
frontation in the past.

We should not think that there is any inevitability to
continued evolutionary consolidation of industrial so-
cieties, There is no proof that the process will not stop or
reverse; but an end to war among the industrialized na-
tions is as much an undeniable possibility as is the possi-
bility of new kinds of war involving other nations.

It is very important that people realize this. One of the
most effective arguments of ‘realpolitic’ militarists is
that only the existence of massive nuclear arsenals has
prevented a war between East and West. This argument
exemplifies the myth of inevitability. It assumes war will
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happen. But in the past thirty years, since the post-War
world settled down, has there been any circumstance in
which a war between NATO and the Warsaw Pact was
in either side’s interest? The only point when war
seemed a realistic possibility was in 1962, and that was
precisely because of nuclear weapons.

So anthropologists can say that war is not inevitable.
When it comes to explaining why war dees occur, we
are on shakier ground. Until recently, anthropological
data and theory on war were notoriously thin. That
changed with the great increase in research stimulated
by Vietnam,” but much more needs o be done. Cross-
cuitural elucidation of the relationships between vari-
ables involved in war could be valuable at present. Peace
research, in practice the study of modern war, has cre-
ated mammoth data sets, but has reached a theoretical
impasse. Peace researchers are looking for new ideas
and models.® and some have even called on anthropo-
logists to help.7

Elsewhere I develop a general synthetic model of war,
from egalitarian societies up to the emergence of the
state, and discuss some implications of that model for
understanding contemporary conflicts.® Basically, those
implications are: that in all states the political elite de-
cides military policy according to the interests and
relative power of its various parts; that these interests are
always different from and may be contradictory to the
interests of the majority of the population; that the elite
will always portray their interests as the interests of all;
and that the majority should always sceptically scru-
tinize any call for military funding or action. So (speak-
ing to Westerners) don’t trus¢ the Russians. But don’t
trust your allies or your own leaders either. Watch them.
No sensible foreign policy strategist would leave vital
interests to trust. Nor should any citizen.

dxg

Anthropologists can also make a contribution by em-
phasizing the relevance of one of the most basic of an-
thropological concepts: holism, In contemporary debates
about strategy and spending, unrealistic and impossible
separation of issues is the rule. An important illustration
of this is when hard-liners talk about military spending
as if it could be considered apart from the general econ-
omy. ‘No price is too high for a strong defence’. But
there is ample evidence that high levels of military
spending have a pronounced negative effect on national
economies, leading to slower growth in employment, in-
vestment, innovation, and productivity, along with other
ills.” A *strong defence’ will not long protect a declining
industrial system. This illusion is even more tragic in the
underdeveloped world, where combined military spend-
ing in 1979 was more than double the size of the annual
capital infusion requested to promote development in
1980 U.N. deliberations on North-South relations. "’

Citizens of European NATO nations should pay close
attention to this connection between military strength
and economic weakness. It suggests that their assuming
more of the costs of Western European defence-as the
U.S. is pressuring them to do—would have an economic
impact far worse than just an increase in taxes. More-
over, there is every reason to expect that U.S. pressure
will increase in coming years, not just because of anti-
militarist neo-isolationism, but because the hard-line ad-
vocates of an aggressive foreign policy want to spend
those dollars elsewhere, for example the Persian Gulf, or
1o push pet high-technology programmes.’ y

As budgetary conflicts heat up in coming years, U.S.
military spending in Europe will be an increasingly at-
tractive target for cuts. An August 1987 poll found 58%
of the American public in favour of reduced defence

spending as the preferred way of cutting the deficit, ver-
sus 35%. A poll in November 1987 found that 86% fa-
voured having Western Europe, and other allies, ‘pay for
their own defence’.'” Even those who favour continuing
high spending for the military in Europe link that to
major increases in NATO ally expendiiurcs.” In short,
there seems to be little support for the status quo any-
where on the political spectrum. Realistically, the only
way for Western European nations 1o avoid the caastro-
phic burden of swelling military spending, may be fo re-
duce drastically the level of military confrontation along
the East-West frontier.
ek

Demilitarization of that frontier may seem utopian at
present (just as demilitarization of Western European
borders would have scemed fantastic at an earlier time).
It is not being ‘realistic’, This criticism suggests another
basic anthropological concept with contemporary relev-
ance: that all understandings of reality are cultural con-
structions (although all are not equally accuraiej.

Defenders of ‘realpolitic’ think they are ‘facing the
facts’ when they rely on ready force to preserve the
peace, but substantial evidence indicates that that path
actually leads to war.'® Even a moment's reflection
shows that the world of the ‘realists’ is built upon unre-
alistic expectations: that deployment of nuclear weapons
can continue forever without there being a global holo-
caust; that Northern nations can be secure while South-
ern nations continue in ever deepening underdevelop-
ment. And then we come to the ‘super-realists’, who
plan how to fight and win a nuclear war.

The international starus quo will not persist, History
has not stopped. A realistic realism would aim to ident-
ify probabilities and possibilities that correspond to what
actually happens in the world. Tt is a probability thas
continuing militarism would lead to ruin. It is a possi-
bility that gradual but persistent demilitarization of the
industrialized nations might avoid thai fate.

Anthropologists often claim that one of our functions
is to offer aliernative visions of how things could be. |
suggest that we offer a vision of a (relatively) demili-
larized industrial world. (I fear that militarism in the
Third World may be more intractable, but it certainly
cannot decrease while it remains a battle ground for the
superpowers. )

The activist mode

Some anthropologists want to go beyond this, to move
out of academia into activism in promoting peace. Des-
pite the real problems entailed by mixing politics and
science, this is within a well-established anthropological
tradition of advocacy, except that now we may be doing
it for our own people, instead of some other. What are
the strategic and tactical issues for an anthrbpological
activism? i

In a paper written in 1986, 1 consider two ap-
proaches to activism, a ‘policy route’ and a “protest
route’. T argue that as a general strategy, trying to join
the policy apparatus and change it from within offers
faint opportunities and substantial dangers. On the other
hand, working to strengthen the ideas and organizations
of those who mobilize popular opposition to militarism
seems less problematic and more likely to have some
positive impact, however slight. And it is consistent with
the theoretical model to which [ have referred, which
holds that the surest preventative of war is a lack of sup-
port for war. Public opinion is only one clement of many
in the decisions made by our political elites, but it is one
that we may be able to affect.

In 1988, Cold War II seems to be on the. wane, just
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when pro-peace initiatives begun in darker days begin to
produce results. Publications, teaching programmes, re-
search support, and activist groups dedicated to reducing
the risk of war, are all appearing in gratifying numbers.
What will happen to all this effort if peace breaks out?
What happens to an anti-war movement when war
seems to lose its menace? The probability based on past
experience is that promoting peace will lose its relev-
ance, and be left to fade away. That is a danger, and one
which, like war, is not inevitable.

It is a danger because there are great military and in-
dustrial power bases that have a vested interest in main-
taining a high level of international tension, and there
are right-wing political groups and ideologues who have
already begun to regroup. Already in the U.S. we can
see planning, organization, and fund-raising for a major
militarist propaganda cm‘npaignl(1 along the same lines
followed, successtully, in the latter 1970s.'" Now is the
time to begin opposing war, by throwing harsh light on
these machinations before they gather strength, and by
continuing other efforts already begun.

ek

In this time of lessened confrontation, peace activists
could push for measures to institutionalize anti-militarist
sentiments. One way to do this is through legislation
mandating that defence industries establish plans and
procedures for conversion to non-military production, as
advocated by Seymour Melman. 8

L

Activists also have a great opportunity to- internation-
alize the public peace lobby. Anti-militarist action and
opinion is flowering in Poland and other Warsaw pact
nations,'? and even becoming visible in the Soviet
Union.™ Glasnost offers a chance to forge links with in-
dependent (i.e. non-governmental) peace groups in the
East, and thus raise the prospective political costs of any
contemplated Eastern block suppression of peace activ-
ists, (The "Free Soviet Jewry' campaign offers tactical
fessons here.)

A challenge to sceptics

Can any of this make any difference? The answer is
not known. Those who remain sceptical about the ability
of anthropologists to change the world may count me as
with you. But I challenge anyone to prove that we can-
not. And until it is proven useless, it is worth trying.

Brian Ferguson
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