How might conflict be identified in the prehistoric archaeological record?
Conflict can be difficult concept to definitively identify within the prehistoric era, especially because there is a distinct lack of archaeological sites from the Palaeolithic to the Neolithic. Those sites that do exist often provide only small shreds of material that can be used as evidence for backing a hypothesis. Therefore, theory must be used as well as the material culture in order to identify conflict, and different disciplines each have their own methods for doing so. These different disciplines also focus their conclusions on varying theories, with some academic schools believing there to have been a very warlike prehistoric era, and others believing in a more pacifistic period. Archaeologists, anthropologists, military historians, psychologists and other academics all have examined the origins of warfare, and all have their own alternative opinions on the existing evidence and still argue between each other over the same pieces. There are still many open questions as to the origins of conflict, and many of these questions can not hope to be answered, with several theories being proposed to explain the same evidence, each of which can be supported and challenged. Whilst the origins of conflict can never be known for sure, conflict itself can be identified through careful examination of archaeological sites and through comparison to modern gatherer-hunter communities as well as a variety of methods used by other academics. 
Some of the early theorists such as Raymond Dart were highly critical of early man, painting them as savages who were fuelled by bloodlust and constantly at war in order to acquire victims for their cannibalistic desires. These conclusions were formed through a lack of understanding the little evidence available and through the prevailing belief that early man existed in a permanently warlike state, as posited by Thomas Hobbes in his State of Warre (1651). Dart (1959) writes that ‘…the loathsome cruelty of mankind to man is the inescapable by-product of his blood lust: this differentiative human characteristic is explicable only in terms of man’s carnivorous and cannibalistic origin…” linking to both the heavily criticised arguments that mankind has always been predisposed to violence, and his belief that the earliest warfare was motivated by the individuals desire to take lives and then indulge in cannibalistic ritual. However, Dart’s commentary seems to be at least overenthusiastic in its condemnation of mankind in the prehistoric, and at most seems to be detached from what the weight of the evidence shows to be the case. Other early theorists followed Rousseau’s (1762) belief in an age of peace before the complications of warfare in a more recent world. These are reflected in the two main schools of thought even today amongst those arguing over the origins of conflict with historians like Keeley in his War Before Civilisation (1996) believe that due to the growing sentiments against warfare in the modern world, academics have deliberately ignored the evidence for organised conflict; so-called “deliberate pacification” and that the past was far bloodier than claimed. But yet still others have challenged this theory, accusing Keeley and his followers of overstating the involvement of conflict in early human existence. 
Modern archaeologists are among those academics accused of ‘depreciating war rather than attempting to understand the behaviour pattern which has played such a tremendous role in human affairs’ (Ferrill, 1985, p.12) and for many archaeologists this is true, only a few archaeologists have really tried to weigh in on the arguments about the origins of conflict so much as other academics such as anthropologists and behavioural scientists, which have been involved in the analysis for far longer. With new technology being used to analyse known evidence in new ways and with new sites being identified, current thinking into the origins of conflict in the prehistoric has changed greatly from what Dart and his contemporaries believed, with a few academics believing that it may have even evolved when Australopithecines were walking the earth. (Bell, 1994) 
Some of the most convincing evidence found on archaeological sites for conflict in the prehistoric past is skeletal evidence, both on a small scale, with partial remains or with individuals found showing some signs of conflict and on a larger scale for instance the mass graves found at Talheim in Germany and Cemetery 117 at Jebel Sahaba in Egypt. The remains found at sites like these two sites display trauma to most of the bodies, including men, women and children, and between these groups trauma appears on a scale that suggests more organised, if small scale, warfare or a massacre, than repeated instances of hunting accidents. Several of the skeletons, display what Ferrill (1985) calls “overkill”, with wounds far in excess of what was needed to kill the individual. Other remains showed healed injuries or partially healed defensive wounds which showed that these individuals had taken part in acts of conflict and was not an exceptional event for these individuals. However, whether many individuals found at other locations were killed in conflict or in a ritual manner is still contestable. One such epi-palaeolithic female, found at Jebel Sahaba showed found twenty-one separate “chipped-stone artefacts” across her body showing violent death through ritual or warfare and was not alone in such “overkill”. Other examples have been found at many different sites, including the famous prehistoric bog bodies across Europe. Many of these individuals have been killed using a variety of weapons and show wound patterns as well as the more obvious brutality of their demise.  Roberts (2000) demonstrates that many of the fractures found on the skeletal remains can be examined for a probable cause; since certain fracture patterns occur as result of accidents and not conflict, and vice versa. Boylston (2000) further supports this by stating that many prehistoric weapons leave distinct marks on bones, and perhaps even leave flint traces in the remains, and such injuries are unlikely to have occurred by accident in the scale that they have been identified. Certain signs of trauma can also be used to reconstruct the behaviour of the individual before death as well as the more obvious perimortem or postmortem injuries such as working with animals or working on rough ground (Jurmain, 2005, p185) and palaeopathologists are undertaking research on remains and their evidence of scalping, decapitation, amputation, cannibalism’ among other injuries, (Jurmain, 2005, pp. 186-187) however they remain guarded on stating whether trauma present on a body is in fact indicative of conflict.
Demonstrating that some of the individuals found displaying signs of a traumatic death were women and children challenges arguments put forward by academics such as the military historian, John Keegan. Keegan (2004, pp. 75-76) writes that, 
‘women may be both the cause or pretext of warmaking – wife stealing is a principal source of conflict in primitive societies… if warfare is as old as history and as universal as mankind, we must now enter the supremely important limitation that it is an entirely masculine activity.’ 
The weight of the skeletal evidence is against Keegan in this matter. Even discounting the use of problematic language ‘primitive’ to describe the modern societies to which he is comparing prehistoric mankind, his arguments do not reflect the majority of indicators. Whilst wife-stealing was possibly a motivator in early human conflict to perhaps ensure a varied gene pool, as in modern gatherer-hunter societies, this argument supported by anthropologists and ethno-archaeologists, Keegan’s assertion that warfare was ‘entirely masculine activity’ can be critiqued by presenting such remains with clear signs of trauma. Even if many of the dead attributed as possible victims of early conflict indeed died accidental deaths with weapons as experts have admitted is likely; then the evidence still shows that women took a much more hands-on approach that Keegan and others have argued for. 
Other sites such as prehistoric weapons hoards have been located around the world, giving some evidence for weapons development beyond that needed for hunting even against large animals, with complex weapons and early known recognisable shields being found in a hoard. Bradley (1990) points out that several hoards have been located in wetlands, including the English fenland at Flag Fen, including weapons and the tools to make them, some of which had been broken and others were intact, most commonly dating to the Neolithic. The purposes of these hoards vary, possibly ritual, or perhaps battle hoards but all provide valuable information regarding the development of weapons and accessories from the Palaeolithic to the Neolithic by showing the advanced techniques used to manufacture these weapons (Bradley 1990). Tool-weapons and complex weapons have also been recovered from the few known settlement sites and as grave-goods. (Pearson, 1999) 
 A few more complex sites such as prehistoric Jericho have been found, showing that perhaps early warfare was more sophisticated than previously assumed. The site at Jericho includes 10-feet thick walls and a tower, providing a fighting platform as well as a rock-cut moat, ’thirty feet wide and ten feet deep’. At Catalhuyuk the architecture presents a continuous blank face using the outer walls of the houses, making intrusion near impossible. If an intruder was to gain entrance they would be trapped in a single room (Keegan, 2004, p.124). These were towns that were fairly wealthy and had an agricultural surplus, providing a motive for other less-fortunate tribes to attack. Whilst the Levant shows most of the known fortified sites evidence has been found of Greek and Spanish fortified settlements, and on a lesser scale British hill forts suggest that defences had also be necessary in Northern Europe (Keegan, 2004, p.144). Caves have also provided some limited evidence of settlement and conflict through cave paintings, though very few of the figures depicted are humanoid, and even fewer show signs of conflict, or even accidental injury with weapons (Ferrill, 1985, p.17). 
Anthropologists and ethno-archaeologists base their conclusions about the origins of conflict on the behaviour of modern people living in an apparently similar manner to early humans. These include gatherer-hunter communities such as the Yamamomo, and the various tribes which Binford has observed around the world. Anthropologists use their observations to try and explain the possible motivations and logistics of early warfare, through comparison with these tribes. Etho-archaeologists especially have attempted to weigh in on whether cannibalism was as common as Raymond Dart has suggested by examining cutting and gnawing patterns upon recovered remains with those known examples from more modern communities. Mousterian assemblages display similar butchery marks and gnawing marks on human bones as on those belonging to cave bears (Binford, 1981, pp.8-9). Binford also writes that:
‘conflictual marks can be separated from ritual hunting/cannibalistic marks by determining whether are there are gnawing marks on the bones’ (p.44) 
However; Binford admits that some of marks attributed to early weaponry may have come from animals rather than other humans, that it is not always clear as to their cause. Current thinking is that cannibalism was far less rampant than Dart and others suggested in the 1950s and 1960s, though slightly more widespread than some of Dart’s harshest critics have since claimed. Other anthropologists have backed up the evidence of the archaeological record through analysis of tribe; such as Turney-High (1949) whose observations have led suggestions that like in today’s gatherer-hunter societies that some were far more prone to conflict than normal, whilst there are other tribes that may have been pacifistic. 
Developments in weapons technology and tactics have also been observed by archaeologists. The earliest known effective projectile weapons developed during the Mesolithic and Neolithic periods. Slings and simple bows developed quickly and have proved to be common and deadly weapons. Many remains show flint microchips, broken off either arrow-points or spears which may have been the result of conflict activity or hunting accidents, though in some cases the number of individual injuries seems to point towards the former possibility (Jurmain, 2005, p.189). Analysis of projectile points recovered at sites have enabled Knecht and others to attempt ‘interpretation of activities performed at a site (Knecht, 1997). Subtle differences have been identified in the manufacturing techniques of flint weapons, and the recovery of two or more types of points could, Ellis suggests, indicate ‘shared hunting grounds or a skirmish’ (Ellis, 1997, p.45) but these variations can be near impossible to distinguish from the small fragments that remain. Lithic weapons also develop from the Palaeolithic to the Neolithic not just to aid in the hunting of animals but some appear to have been developed with human targets in mind, though the purpose of some of those recovered cannot be clearly interpreted because of the lack of context (Binford, 1981, p.18). Many of the tools and tool-weapons found at archaeological sites are not intact and so it can be difficult to determine the form the weapon took and the advanced techniques used to make them; as well as the injury patterns that they may leave on skeletal remains. Knowing the wound patterns that weapons leave can aid in determining whether an individual was killed in conflict. 
Archaeologists also identify the development of societies as being partially the result of conflict as natural leaders emerged and stronger, more warlike communities managed to form the earliest states (Renfrew and Bahn, 2006, p.485). However, gaining territory and showing the conflictual abilities of the community may not be the only reason early humans went to war, but also to gain prisoners for possible slavery, which is believed to have developed fairly early, or for ritual sacrifice, or cannibalism. These early conflicts, undertaken to capture other humans, took place with understood rules and with set tactics (Renfrew and Bahn, 2006, pp.389-390). Looking at the development of settlements as seeing which have thrived or have built up defences can indicate which were exposed to large amounts of early conflict, such as that visible at Jericho, where strong defences clearly indicate that the settlement had put a great deal of effort into defence and therefore faced attack on at least a semi-regular basis. 
Conflict can be identified in the archaeological record through analysis of skeletal remains for signs of trauma, through examination of weapons recovered at settlement sites and in hoards, as well as the construction of settlements such as Catalhuyuk. Many of these analysis methods take place alongside one another to fully analyse what little evidence is recovered from the limited number of sites known belonging to the prehistoric. Much of the material culture of the period has not survived to be analysed and therefore many open questions will remain about the origins of conflict, which can never be fully known. Archaeologists construct theories about conflict with the help of academics in different disciplines, many following the belief that prehistoric mankind was very warlike and others that they were far more peaceful than their modern counterparts. Theorising over the origins of conflict continues as sites are discovered and analysis of evidence continues among both archaeologists and academics of other disciplines though almost all theories proposed are as valid as each other, even if contradictory, because it is impossible to conclusively prove one way or another. 
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