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A comparison of the rich ethnohistoric record of prehistoric conflict in Hawai 'i with evidence of warfare in other culture areas 
suggests some basic similarities in cause and effect shared by many complex hegemonic polities. Three types of archaeologi
cal remains in Hawai 7 indicate that human sacrifice and monumental-scale ritual construction were integral parts ofpre-Con-
tact (A.D. 1778) conquest warfare. The Hawaiians, however, invested much less labor in long-term responses to possible threats 
to civilian security than many cultures, suggesting that wartime expectations were very different even if the scale and intensity 
of combat was similar. These differences are perceived to be a reflection of distinct historical traditions of wartime ethics in 
Polynesia, unique rules of conflict adapted to the geographic isolation of the Hawaiian people and the environmental diversity 
that defines the archipelago. 

Con base en una comparacion del abundante registro etnohistorico referente a los confiictos prehistoricos en Hawai 7 con la evi-
dencia de guerras en otras culturas, se proponen algunas similitudes bdsicas en su causa y efecto entre muchas culturas hegemoni-
cas complejas. En Hawai'i hay tres tipos de restos arqueologicos que indican que el sacrificio humano y la construccion ritual a 
una escala monumental formaban parte integral de las contiendas belicas de conquista previas a la epoca del contacto (1778 
d.C). Sin embargo, los hawaiianos invirtieron mucho menos trabajo en la respuesta a largo plazo a las posibles amenazas a la 
seguridad civil que muchas culturas, lo cual sugiere que las expectativas enperiodos de guerrafueron muy diferentes, aun cuando 
la escala e intensidadfueron similares. Estas diferencias se interpretan como un reftejo de tradiciones historicas distintivas acerca 
de la etica de guerra en Polinesia, reglas particulars de combate adaptadas al aislamiento geogrdfico de los grupos hawaiianos 
y la diversidad ambiental que define al archipielago. 

The discussion of warfare reported here is the 
result of ongoing discourse regarding the 
causes and consequences of social conflict as 

a means of creating opportunity for local leaders to 
consolidate authority. Warfare is an ancient phe
nomenon with a long evolutionary trajectory (see 
Ferguson 1998; Haas 1990; Keely 1996; Maschner 
and Reedy-Maschner 1998; Webster 2000 for recent 
reviews). Warfare and violence are well documented 
in both ethnographic and archaeological contexts 
and are particularly endemic among stratified soci
eties (i.e., Johnson and Earle 1987). The typical cor
relates of warfare include skeletal evidence of 
violence, weaponry, iconographic depictions, and 
the presence of fortifications. Although theorists have 
minimized the role of warfare in chiefly formation 
for many years (see Carneiro 1990:190), it is now 
more generally accepted that ritualized conflict and 

status rivalry are very important for understanding 
the histories of complex societies (Carneiro 1970, 
1981,1990; Earle 1997; Feinman and Neitzel 1984; 
Redmond 1994; Webster 1985). Of particular com
parative significance are the patterns of status rivalry 
warfare that the Hawaiian test case offers. 

Archaeologists seeking hints about patterns of 
ancient warfare frequently review and cite Polyne
sian ethnographic accounts of warfare. For example, 
David Webster (1998, 2000) uses Polynesian 
accounts to examine Maya warfare and persuasively 
argues that status rivalry and territorial aggrandize
ment are complementary rather than mutually exclu-
sive engagement strategies. He also urges 
consideration of the fact that archaeological mani
festations of warfare do not fully mirror the nuances 
and expressions of strategies that can guide social 
change. Webster's point is well taken and encouraged 
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us to go back and review the Hawaiian ethnographic 
and archaeological literature for more detailed sub
tleties relevant to a test case where warfare was 
endemic, yet few permanent fortifications existed. 
Our goal here is to critically analyze and integrate 
both ethnographic data and archaeological manifes
tations regarding status rivalry and the ritual aspects 
of warfare in order to provide a more accurate pic
ture of warfare in this region. We argue that the 
archaeological landscape contains additional evi
dence of warfare not usually considered by archae
ologists. These data should prove useful for those 
interested in using the Hawaiian test case as a spring
board for discussions of ancient warfare elsewhere 
in world prehistory. 

Warfare was a highly conspicuous aspect of all 
Polynesian societies, the majority of evidence being 
documented in oral histories (best summarized by 
Earle 1997:131-137; Goldman 1970; Kirch 
1984:195). The style and essence of conflicts varied 
according to economic, demographic, and political 
factors, ranging from simple raiding parties for gain
ing social status, to conflicts over resources, to rebel
lions or struggles for succession, and to large-scale 
integrative wars between major political powers. The 
roots of Polynesian conflict are probably ancient; 
they seem to lie in the social inequalities inherent in 
formative or "ancestral Polynesian society" when it 
first evolved from its Lapita progenitor (Kirch 
1984:49). A highly stratified social order segmented 
into competing lines created the pretext for conflicts 
of all kinds and with profound political overtones. 
Religious ceremonies, public pronouncements, 
large-scale sacrificial offerings, displays of status, 
and competitive rivalry accompanied most battles. 

Warfare in ancient Hawai'i (before European con
tact in A.D. 1778) was a primary tool for political 
centralization. For centuries before European con
tact, ritualized combat, armed expeditions of con
quest, and chiefly aggrandizement played integral 
parts of hegemonic territorial expansion. The eth-
nohistoric record is teeming with references regard
ing the politics of warfare and violent conflict ('IT 
1963; Kalakaua 1988; Kamakau 1961, 1964,1976; 
Malo 1951), while the archaeological record of 
ancient warfare, as described below, has often been 
overlooked. High chiefs sought to expand territorial 
control, eliminate rivals, and integrate current hold
ings whenever feasible. Their desire was to increase 
their productive resources by subsuming the agri

cultural fields and commoner labor pool of rivals, 
thus strengthening the financial foundations of their 
territory (Hommon 1986). 

Despite the plethora of ethnographic data, the 
archaeological manifestations of warfare in Hawai'i 
before European contact have not been a major focus 
of attention due in part to a lack of direct material 
evidence (Earle 1997:134; Kirch 1990a). The typi
cal archaeological correlates of warfare are gener
ally lacking; occasional discoveries may include a 
stone club (see Buck 1964), a cluster of sling stones, 
or a rare find of a wooden war-god statue (Cox and 
Davenport 1988). We, however, argue that the archae
ological landscape holds additional clues to the rit-
ualization of warfare, including such things as 
wartime places of refuge (Kirch 1984; Schoenfelder 
1992), subtle variations in war temple construction 
(Kolb 1991,1992,1994; KolbandRadewagen 1997), 
uninhabited "buffer zones" (Cordy 1981:180), and 
formalized regional patterns of colonization and set
tlement (Dixon et al. 1995). These phenomena 
played an important role in defining the accepted 
social parameters of Hawaiian conflict—parameters 
that bear some fundamental differences to other 
regions of the world. 

We begin our analysis by presenting an ethno-
historic overview of literature for Hawai'i. Next, we 
discuss the archaeological manifestations of warfare 
upon the settlement landscape: the construction of 
war temples (or heiau luakini), the creation of refuge 
places (called pu 'uhonua), settlement patterns, and 
buffer zones, and the modification and use of lava 
tubes as refuge caves. Finally, we define some key 
characteristics regarding the Hawaiian landscape of 
war and make some general comparisons to other 
areas of the world in order to better understand the 
implications of ancient conflict and its avoidance. 

Ethnohistorical Evidence of Warfare 

The Hawaiian ethnohistoric record consists of native 
histories and Hawaiian kingdom land-tenure docu
ments, as well as European explorer and missionary 
accounts and early ethnographic observations. These 
records are filled with descriptions and discussions 
of chiefly warfare in the islands, both before and 
after European contact. Native testimonies are 
records provided by Hawaiian aristocrats who were 
alive before Euroamerican missionaries arrived in 
1820 (e.g., Kamakau 1961,1976). Land-tenure doc
uments and Hawaiian newspapers date to the nine-
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teenth century. European and American sources con
sist of personal observations and those of local infor
mants recorded by early explorers and sailors (e.g., 
Clerke 1967; Ellis 1782; Menzies 1920). Early Euro
pean and American settlers also synthesized and pre
served oral traditions (e.g., Fornander 1969; Lyons 
1875), recorded native family traditions (e.g., Ash-
down 1979; Fleming 1933), and made early twenti
eth-century archaeological inventories (e.g., Walker 
1931). 

Primogenesis of Hawaiian Warfare 

The primogenitors of ancient Hawaiian culture are 
assumed to have emigrated from an ancestral home
land, most probably in the central Polynesian islands 
of the Marquesas and/or Tahiti. The date for the col
onization of Hawai' i may have been as early as A.D. 
100-300 (Emory 1968; Hunt and Holsen 1991; 
Kirch 1985; Sinoto 1970) or as late as A.D. 800-1000 
(Athens and Ward 1993; Spriggs and Anderson 1993; 
Tuggle and Spriggs 2001), depending largely on the 
interpretation of paleoenvironmental data. Ethno-
historic literature describes a later period of voyag
ing to and from a mythical place called "Kahiki" 
around the thirteenth century A.D. (Emerson 1893; 
Fornander 1969). During this period, a "Kahikian" 
priest named Pa' ao may have introduced the concept 
of war temples, a more strict royal taboo system of 
social sanctions (called the kapu system), a recog
nized paramount ruler (called ali'i nui or mo'i) of 
each island, and the god Kuka'ilimoku who later 
became intimately associated with warfare (Hom-
mon 1986). Since this period of contact has not been 
positively identified in the archaeological record 
(e.g., Cordy 1974a, 1974b; Dye 1994; Emory and 
Sinoto 1965; Masse et al. 1991), these aspects of 
Hawaiian culture and the inception of warfare may 
instead be in situ developments. 

The Hawaiian cultural sequence has been further 
subdivided into a series of at least four develop
mental stages (Cordy 1974a; Kirch 1985; Kolb 
1994). The sequence begins with initial settlement 
along windward coastlines of the largest islands up 
until A.D. 600, followed by a gradual development 
of the unique aspects of Hawaiian culture by A.D. 
1100. A period of more rapid population expansion 
into the interior of all islands then followed until 
about A.D. 1650, after which time the beginnings of 
true state-level polities accompanied by interpolity 
warfare were appearing on several islands when Cap

tain Cook arrived in 1778 (Hommon 1976). Armed 
combat before approximately A.D. 1650 is alluded 
to in the ethnohistoric record, but not on the scale 
found at contact. 

The structure of Hawaiian society at contact con
tained two major hierarchical levels of social status 
(Davenport 1994): (1) the chiefly class (or ali 7) with 
several levels of internal ranking based on familial 
ties and function, and (2) the vast majority of com
moners (or maka 'ainana). Interaction or exchange 
between these social levels was considered to be pri
marily from the bottom up (Earle 1977,1987), con
sisting of periodic tribute payment from the 
commoners to the chiefs in the form of perishable 
foodstuffs, finished products, and labor in exchange 
for certain ritual obligations (Kame'eleihiwa 1992). 
By A.D. 1650 (Hommon 1986), such exchange was 
mobilized through a unique system of land tenure 
and use rights that may have been formalized cen
turies before. The custom was to redistribute land 
among loyal retainers by senior chiefly lines, result
ing in the division of each island into large political 
districts (or rnoku) that were further subdivided into 
communities (or ahupua 'a), each community ideally 
being a pie-shaped parcel of land incorporating both 
coastal and inland resources. Each community was 
then managed by a local land manager (or konohiki) 
of the ruling chief (Malo 1951) who was responsi
ble for exacting tribute from the commoners under 
his jurisdiction through the allotment of individual 
farming plots (called 'Hi 'aina). The localized abun
dance of resources enabled chiefs to shift the resi
dence of their court within and between districts, 
supporting themselves and their retainers with the 
tribute provided by the land manager while enlist
ing commoners as laborers in the large-scale con
struction of temples, fishponds, agricultural field 
systems, and taro ponds—and as warriors and field 
support in times of conflict. 

The gap between chief and commoner at the time 
of contact was quite vivid. Commoner access to eco
nomic resources such as land and food was strictly 
monitored, as was their ability to socially ascend. 
They primarily interacted with the lesser chiefs who 
administered the various communities for their over
lords, although some commoners could obtain bet
ter chances of social advancement through military 
service. As armed conflict became more prevalent in 
the late seventeenth century, with greater numbers 
of commoners presumably being conscripted, this 
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avenue of social advancement was likely tightened 
by elites. Lesser chiefs could also achieve access to 
the privileges of higher chiefly status through heroic 
acts of bravery in combat and loyalty to the ruling 
chief. An equal risk also existed for losing one's priv
ileged status and rights in a given polity (or one's 
life), through acts of wartime cowardice or political 
treachery. It appears that commoners were not appro
priate captives for ritual sacrifice upon war temples, 
although accounts of large-scale slaughter during 
heated battle ("until the rivers ran red" is one Hawai
ian aphorism) presumably involved more commoner 
victims than chiefs. The job of cleaning the battle
field and burying the majority of the dead also fell 
to the commoners. 

The accumulation of the material rewards of war
fare often enumerated in the records of state-level 
societies elsewhere on the globe do not loom large 
in the ethnohistoric accounts of Hawaiian conflict. 
Agricultural surplus in an economy dependent on 
tubers, not grains (and lacking ceramics), was not 
easily stored or transferred in any quantity, although 
pigs represent a transformation of this productive 
capacity (Kolb 1999). Most combatants and civilian 
supporters captured during battle were apparently 
released, rather than enslaved as a source of ready 
labor. The capture of war canoes, weapons, feath
ered capes, and carved war-god images was likely 
appreciated in anticipation of future combat but was 
of little value in feeding newly conquered peoples. 
Reallocation of land and rights to agricultural sur
plus as tribute was therefore the greatest material 
reward to warfare, although only obtainable to mem
bers of the chiefly class and a few commoners 
(Klieger 1995; Sahlins 1992). The pyramidal nature 
of Hawaiian political structure required a victor to 
subsume conquered territory into the existing net
work of land managers and lesser chiefs. This growth 
in political authority also increased the potential of 
internal power struggles as the high chief distanced 
himself from his lesser chiefs, a scenario Kame-
hameha I soon faced after unifying the archipelago 
for the first time (Kuykendall 1968). 

Contact-era Warfare 

By A.D. 1778, warfare was conducted by well-orga
nized groups of combatants numbering up to perhaps 
15,000 individuals—the 1795 war fleet of Hawai'i 
island chief Kamehameha I, for example, being com
prised of four divisions of 300 canoes each (Sahlins 

1992:41). Some chiefs such as Kahekili of Maui 
maintained a small elite core of warriors, providing 
specialized training in boxing, wrestling, spear dodg
ing, and pole-vaulting (Malo 1951), as well as hand-
to-hand combat techniques termed lua or "the art of 
bone breaking" (Kamakau 1961:77). Conscripted 
commoners represented the bulk of combatants 
enlisted for various terms of service. They presum
ably returned to subsistence pursuits when not 
engaged in warfare. As previously mentioned, cer
tain chiefs and even commoners were rewarded for 
their role in particular campaigns by receiving trib
ute rights to certain plots of conquered land. In one 
instance Kamehameha put himself and his warriors 
to work planting a food-crop after a devastating but 
successful conquest of Hana on Maui (Fornander 
1969:216-217). 

In addition to large war canoes capable of seat
ing up to 20 warriors, a range of weapons was avail
able for hand-to-hand combat including stone canoe 
breakers, lashed trippers, hand-held and hafted clubs, 
and sling stones; wooden thrusting and throwing 
spears, daggers, truncheons, and clubs; shark-tooth-
studded clubs and knuckle dusters; rope strangling 
cords; and an assortment of the same weapons using 
swordfish bills, whale bone, and later, historically 
introduced materials such as metal. Weaponry is 
rarely found in archaeological contexts; most exam
ples are part of ethnographic collections, gathered 
by museums during the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century (Buck 1964). This makes dis
cussing their role in the evolution of warfare diffi
cult. The most important advancement was the 
post-Contact introduction of metal weapons and gun
powder. Hawaiians readily adapted to muskets, can
nons, knives, swords, sailing vessels, and even 
Euroamerican fortifications (Mills 1996), modifying 
both the use and symbolic meaning of this new tech
nology in their attempt to inherit its sacred power (or 
mana). For example, two British sailors, John Young 
and Isaac Davis, and an American sailing vessel were 
captured and employed by Kamehameha I in 1790 
during his struggle with rival chiefs (Kuykendall 
1968). The successful use of Western technology 
resulted in the eventual rising of the two expatriates 
to positions of power and influence in the Hawaiian 
kingdom. 

Warfare in Hawai'i was an event of considerable 
complexity and intensity, involving not only ritual 
combat to seek revenge for real or imagined offenses 
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between competing chiefly lineages (Ti 1963), but 
also the conquest of land and the capture of elite sac
rifices to appease the gods (Valeri 1985)—the latter 
fate ultimately befalling Captain Cook when his 
negotiations with Hawai'i island chiefs for succor 
went sour (Obeyesekere 1992). What is clear from 
ethnographic accounts it that warfare intensified after 
1650, when the war gods Kuka'ilimoku and 
Kahewila came into prominence on the leeward and 
dryer islands of Hawai'i and Maui respectively. The 
wetter, Windward Islands (Moloka'i, O'ahu and 
Kaua'i) continued to worship the older Hawaiian 
gods Kane and Kanaloa in various permutations 
(Valeri 1985). 

The Rituals of War 

The most important material manifestations of the 
ritualization of warfare were dozens of sacred war 
luakini temples, physical settings where rituals were 
performed for the consecration of wars of conquest 
and the sacrificial offering of elite captives. War tem
ples were large sancta where the supreme mediator 
of the supernatural, the paramount chief, conducted 
a series of important religious ceremonies that served 
to transform a successful military campaign into 
renewed social cohesion (Valeri 1985). They were 
functionally different from the lower-echelon ances
tral shrines and productivity temples utilized by 
lesser chiefs and family groups as repositories for 
ancestral remains, local shrines for sacrificial wor
ship, and/or places of lower-echelon feasting (see 
Valeri [1985:172-183] for a discussion of these 
types). War temples, built and consecrated through
out the islands, were the backdrop for a political 
landscape that served to rally a paramount's forces 
for battle, maintain political consensus for an 
impending war, and assure the participation of sub
ordinate chiefs. 

Each war temple was built and consecrated to a 
war god and served as a sanctum for rituals of div
ination before undertaking a military conquest. A cer
emonial platform constructed of dry-laid stones was 
usually built and then embellished with elaborate 
material accoutrements and ceremonial trappings, 
including special hardwoods used to manufacture 
temple houses and images (Haleole 1919:80,82; 'IT 
1963:43; Kamakau 1964:97; Malo 1951:166), as 
well as other woods valued for their aromatic or spir
itual properties (Kolb and Murakami 1994). A 
sequence of war ceremonies would then take place, 

focusing upon sacrificial offerings to the war god. 
These ceremonies culminated with an elaborate pig 
sacrifice that served to transform the war god (the 
'aha ho'owilimo'o rite). Hundreds of pigs were 
offered and publicly consumed ('IT 1963:35; 
Kamakau 1964:105; Malo 1951:172; Valeri 
1985:234-339)—a feast that served as a symbolic 
metaphor for divine consumption and the endow
ment of divine strength to worshipers (Sahlins 1985; 
Valeri 1985:57-59). 

A particularly illustrative example can be found 
in the rise of the Hawai'i island polity of Kame-
hameha I to prominence over the entire archipelago 
by 1810. In this case, the war temple of Pu'ukohola 
was constructed in 1792 and dedicated to Kame-
hameha's personal god Kuka'ilimoku with the spe
cific intent of sacrificing his uncle Keuoa, who also 
claimed the right to paramount power on the island. 
A specialized architect-geomancer (called the 
kahuna kuhikuhipu 'one) determined the most appro
priate ground plan and location for success and ori
ented the oracle tower to face southward in the 
direction of his uncle's residence in Ka'u (Valeri 
1985:255). Although Keuoa apparently expected 
such a welcome, he still voyaged to see his nephew 
and was promptly sacrificed upon this brand-new war 
temple. Kamehameha then set off to conquer his 
archrival Kahekili of Maui. After ravaging Maui and 
then putting down a rebellion at home, he eventually 
defeated a combined invasion fleet put together by 
Kahekili and his brother Ka'eoku, paramount chief 
of Kaua'i. Shortly thereafter, the defiant but aged 
Kahekili died, leaving a power vacuum that resulted 
in a bloody struggle for rulership. Kamehameha 
relentlessly continued his assault, eventually annex
ing Maui, Moloka'i, and O'ahu. As conqueror he 
then sacrificed Kahekili's son Kalanikupule on O'ahu 
in 1795, and shortly thereafter he rededicated all 
major Hawaiian temples to his war god Kuka'il
imoku (Kamakau 1961:188). This was a deed that 
ritually solidified his ascension to the kingship of a 
multi-island kingdom. 

Places of Refuge and Retribution 

The concept of asylum and conflict avoidance was 
also important to Hawaiian society and worked in 
tandem with the concept of warfare. Physical loca
tions of sanctuary, called places of refuge, were used 
as places of absolution for religious and political 
transgressors. As well as being agents of war, chiefs 
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were also known as dispensers of peace and for
giveness, a Polynesian practice most highly devel
oped in those island groups with the greatest 
hierarchical social structure (Kelly 1986a) such as 
Tonga (Gifford 1929), New Zealand (Best 1924), 
Tahiti (Henry 1928), and Samoa (Turner 1861). 

In Hawai'i, places of refuge were often locales 
such as chiefly birthing places, chiefly residences, and 
chiefly burial places (Schoenfelder 1992). Often 
entire areas or communities could function as places 
of refuge, and even individuals such as paramount 
chiefs or their lands (called 'aina pu 'uhonua) were 
considered a place of refuge (Kamakau 1961: 
312-313). Most places of refuge were relatively mod
est in size, while others such as that of Honaunau on 
the island of Hawai'i were walled complexes that 
included elite mausoleums and major temples where 
law breakers could retreat for absolution of their 
transgressions during times of peace (Barrere 1986; 
Schoenfelder 1992). Not surprisingly, these sanctu
aries were also resorted to in times of war (Ellis 
1917), and their recognized sanctity during conflict 
is corroborated by a complete dearth of ethnohistoric 
comment on their violation. Upon conquest of new 
lands, paramount rulers also had the authority to 
declare new places of refuge while abolishing old 
ones, a right exercised by Kamehameha I who, after 
his successful invasion of O'ahu in 1795, declared 
all lands of his wife Ka'ahumanu and those sacred 
to his war god Kuka'ilimoku as places of refuge. 
Interestingly, vanquished chiefs were not immune 
from retribution after military defeat. Oral traditions 
often mention the sacrifice of elite leaders and the 
purging/replacement of their subordinate hierarchy. 

Archaeological Evidence of Warfare 

The archaeological manifestations of warfare in 
Hawai'i during the precontact period have not been 
a major focus of attention due in part to a lack of 
direct material evidence (Earle 1997:134; Kirch 
1990a). As previously mentioned, both skeletal evi
dence of violent trauma and material items such as 
weapons are somewhat lacking. Archaeological evi
dence of wartime injuries and ossuaries is also not 
widely reported when encountered, due to the cul
tural sensitivity of Hawaiian skeletal remains. How
ever, recent archaeological investigations have shown 
that interpolity conflict is visible upon the landscape 
in subtle variations in temple construction (Kolb 
1991, 1992, 1994; Kolb and Radewagen 1997) and 

in community and regional settlement patterns 
(Dixon et al. 1995). We will now examine these data 
more thoroughly. 

War Temples and Places of Refuge 

The most striking evidence for ancient warfare upon 
the Hawaiian archaeological landscape is the remains 
of temples used for consecrating wars of conquest 
and for offering sacrificial elite captives (Figure 1). 
What we know about temple function and chronol
ogy comes primarily from Maui (Kolb 1992, 1994, 
1999; Kolb and Murakami 1994; Kolb and Radewa
gen 1997). The earliest Hawaiian temples, dating to 
ca. A.D. 1000-1200, are very small and have little 
or no sacrificial debris. This evidence represents the 
antecedent practice of public ancestor worship com
mon throughout Polynesia. By ca. 1650, temples 
styles had branched into two distinct types: a num
ber of large architecturally complex platforms with 
high quantities of sacrificial debris, and a multitude 
of smaller enclosure-style temples with little or no 
sacrificial debris. This rise in sacrificial activity rep
resents a significant shift from the conceptual toward 
the economic, as temples began to be used for com
petitive status expression and chiefly aggrandize
ment. 

Archaeological excavations of three historically 
documented war temples from Maui confirm that 
such temples possess the highest degree of architec
tural sophistication and ostentatious displays of mate
rial wealth that only the paramount chief could afford 
to build or accumulate, by virtue of his unquestioned 
authority over all means of production. These tem
ples were embellished with elaborate material accou
trements and ceremonial trappings, including the 
remains of ceremonial feasting (Kolb 1999), special 
hardwoods used by artisans to manufacture temple 
houses and images atop a war temple (Kolb and 
Murakami 1994), and impressive architectural walls 
and trappings (Kolb 1992) that help imbue these spe
cial sancta with cultural connotations worthy of influ
ential war rituals. The chronology of war temple 
construction and their function corroborate ethno
historic evidence that suggests these ostentatious war 
rituals developed after A.D. 1650. Both ethnohistoric 
and archaeological evidence also suggest such tem
ples were often remodeled and rededicated to dif
ferent gods depending upon the whims of political 
rule. For example, each of three Maui war temples 
have earlier building episodes not associated with 
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Figure 1. The remains of the war temple of Kohuluapapa Heiau, Kahikinui District, Maui (after Kolb and Radewagen 1997). 

war at all, episodes that served as chiefly residences 
or ancestral shrines (Kolb 1999). By the eighteenth 
century, however, war temples became the focus of 
the most intensive sacrificial activities associated 
with transforming a successful interpolity military 
campaign into a renewed form of social cohesion, 

events that included initiation rites, sacrifices to 
ensure victory, and the sacrifice of elite captives to 
give thanks for victory. In real political terms, how
ever, sacrificing one's rival made conquest easier. 

Archaeological excavations at places of refuge-
include Honaunau on Hawai'i (Ladd 1969, 1985, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1593824 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2307/1593824


Kolb and Dixon] LANDSCAPES OF WAR 521 

Figure 2. Place of refuge at Honaunau on the island of Hawai'i in context with its neighboring sites (after Ladd 1985). The 
great wall demarks the refuge itself. 

1986,1987) and KukuioPuka and Popoiwi on Maui waited for absolution. At both Honaunau and 
(Kolb 1991), and have revealed distinct places of rit- Popoiwi, associated temples and chiefly residential 
ual isolation, usually demarcated by an enclosing areas surrounded this ritual enclosure. Architec-
wall (Figure 2), perhaps serving to ritually and spa- turally, it appears these refuge sites predate the war 
tially enclose and protect refuge seekers while they temples. Archaeological excavations also indicate 
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Table 1. List of War Temples Collected from Early Hawaiian sources. 

Political District War Temple (Site Number or Location) 

Hawai'i Island 
Kona 

'Ohi' amukumuku 
Ka'u 

Puna 
Hilo 
Hamakua 

Kohala 
Maui Island 

Lahaina 
Ka'anapali 
Wailuku 
Hamakualoa 
Ko'olau 
Hana 
Kiaplulu 
Kaupo 
Kaihiknui 
Honua'ula 
Kula 

Lana'i Island 
Lana'i 

Moloka'i Island 
Kona 

Ko'olau 
Oah'u Island 

Kona 

Ewa 
Waianae 
Waialua 
Ko'olauloa 

Kaua'i Island 
Kona 
Puna 
Ko'olau 
Hanalei 

Lono'akai (BM 50-Ha-D24-l), Palihiolo (HA 3842), Pakika (HA 3831), Ku'emanu (HA 3816), 
(BM 50-Ha-D4-l), Ke'eku (HA 3818), Hopupalali (Ka'awaloa), Kamaiko (HA 3725) 
Halepohaha (HA 3658), Amamalua (HA 3611), Papamoana (HA 3593), Kamali'i (HA 3583), 
Kohaikalani (HA 3538) 
Waha'ula (BM HV-276), Kue (BM 50-Ha-A17-2), Mahina'aka'aka (HA 2517) 
Kanoa (BM 50-Ha-H20-1), Ohele (BM 50-Ha-H22-l) 
Manini (BM 50-Ha-G20-l), Honua'ula (HA 2117), Kaihalulu (BM 50-Ha-Gl 1-1), Kalelemauli 
(BM 50-Ha-G9-l), Ka'ape'ape (HA 2100), Haleiwa (BM 50-Ha-G3-3) 
Pu'ukohola (HA 4139), Mo'okini (HA 2328), Mahikihia (Puako), Kauhuhu (Puako), Kapo (Puako) 

Wailehua (MA 50-03-6), Halekumukalani (MA 50-03-7), Halulukoakoa (MA 50-03-11) 
Ma'iu (MA 50-01-20) 
Ulukua (MA 50-04-28), Kaluli (MA 50-04-42), Pihana (MA 50-04-44), 
Po'oho'olewa (MA 50-06-68), Pu'uokaupu (MA 50-06-69), Pu'uokalepa (MA 50-06-72), 
Pakanaloa (MA 50-07-84), Kalua nui (MA 50-07-95), Kukui'aupuni (MA 50-07-96), 
Honuaula (MA 50-13-111), Kanawalu (MA 50-13-112), Kilinui (MA 50-13-114), 
Napa (MA 50-17-133), Maulili (MA 50-17-138) 
Loaloa (MA 50-16-101), Pu'umaka'a (MA 50-16-144), Halekau (MA 50-16-161) 
Kahikinui 3 (MA 50-15-181), Kohuluapapa (MA 50-15-186) 
Kalani (MA 50-14-196), Pueo (MA 50-14-1020-200) 
Wailuku (MA 50-14-1031-205), Kolea (MA 50-14-1032-206), Mo'omuku (MA 50-11-224) 

Kahe'a (LA 294) 

Kalalua (MO 67), Pu'upapai (MO 123), Kamalae (MO 130), Mahinahina (MO 131), 
Kaluakapi'ioho (MO 175), Paku'i (MO 178), Tli'iliopae (MO 200) 
Pu'upa (MO 245), Ki'i /Pohakuloa (MO 246), Lalohana (MO 247), Hali'i (MO 251),Kapana (MO 252) 

Papaenaena (OA 58), Hipawai (OA 63), Wakaina (OA 77-a), Maumae (Palolo), 
Kanela'au (Pauoa), Halewa (Pauoa), Kawaluna (Nu'uanu) 
Waikahi (OA 105), Hapupu (OA 129) 
Nioiula (OA 149), Pu'upahe'ehe'e (OA 152), Kane (OA 160), Kamaile (OA 161), Ka'ahihi (OA 180) 
Kalakiki (OA 197), Onehana (Waialua), Anahulu (OA 231) 
Pu'uomahuka (OA 249), Nioi (OA 281) 

Puuohewa (KA 23), Kuwiliwili (KA 48), Kukuiolono (KA 66), Weliweli (KA 83) 
Kalauokamanu (KA 102), Holoholoku (KA 106), Kawelomamaia (KA 112) 
Kapinao(KA 129) 
Kalahihi (KA 134), Kaihalulu (KA 136), Po'oku (KA 139) 

Note: Data from Emory (1924); Bennett (1931); Kelly (1986b); Kolb (1991); Sterling and Summers (1978); Stokes (1991); 
Summers (1971). 

that both Maui refuge enclosures date to the 1400s 
(Kolb 1994) and contain little or no evidence of 
human activity within the large enclosure except for 
bonfires. 

Tables 1 and 2 list all war temples and places of 
refuge known ethnographically in Hawai'i. This list 
was compiled from ethnohistoric records, early 
archaeological research, and recent syntheses (Ben
nett 1931; Emory 1924; Kelly 1986b, Kolb 1991; 
Schoenfelder 1992; Sterling and Summers 1978; 
Stokes 1991; Summers 1971). Figures 3a and 3b are 

the respective geographic distributions for these sites, 
presented with the locations of all the major politi
cal and population centers. The number of both war 
temples and places of refuge present in each district 
varies considerably. These disproportionate distrib
utions may be biased because many temples have 
since been destroyed by commercial agriculture or 
urban expansion. They may also be biased due to 
erroneous functional classification by early archae
ologists or their local informants. Much of this doc
umentation occurred at the turn of the twentieth 
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Table 2. List of Places of Refuge Collected from Early Hawaiian Sources. 

Political District Refuge Site (Site Number or Location) 

Hawai'i Island 
Kona 
Ka'u 
Puna 
Hilo 
Hamakua 

Maui Island 
Lahaina 
Wailuku 

Hana 
Kiaplulu 
Kaupo 
Kula 

Lana'i Island 
Lana'i 

Moloka'i Island 
Kona 

Ko'olau 
Oah'u Island 

Kona 
Ewa 
Waianae 
Waialua 
Ko'olauloa 
Ko'olaupoko 

Kaua'i Island 
Kona 
Puna 
Ko'olau 

Ni'ihau Island 
Ni'ihau 

Kapuanoni (Kahaluu), Ha'ulelani (HA 3831), Ke'eku (HA 3818), Honaunau (BM 50-Ha-C20-193) 
Hale o Lono (Na'alehu), Malulani (Kiolaka'a) 
Waha'ula (BM HV-276) 
Mokuola (Waiakea) 
Hauola (Hauola), Paka'alana (HA 2118) 

Paupau (Paupau) 
Poaiwa (Poaiwa), Kakae (Ia-o-), Waipuka (Waihe'e), Kukuipuka (MA 50-02-27), Poaiwa 
(MA 50-05-57) 
Kaili (Pu'uhaoa), Kaniomoku (MA 50-13-105), Lanakila (MA 50-13-115) 
Po'omanini (MA 50-17-132), Kipahulu (MA 50-17-133) 
Popoiwi (MA 50-16-140) 
Polipoli (Napoko) 

Halulu (LA 69) 

Kahahaku (Kahahaku), Kalanikaula (Keopukaloa), Mapulehu (Mapulehu), Kawela (MO 140a), 
Paku'i (MO 178), Kalua'aha (MO 189) 
Ko'olau -Ka'ili (MO 259), Pu'uali'i (MO 272), Oloku'i (MO 276), Kukaua (MO 279) 

Kawaluna (OA 70) 

Kaiwi (OA 168), Kukailoko (Wahiawa), Hekili (OA 223) 

Laie (OA 280) 

Kualoa (Kualoa), Waikane (Waikane), Puakea (OA 315), Haununaniho (OA 383) 

Hikina'akala (KA 2), Keonekapu (KA 6), Hauola (KA 16), Hikina'akala (Waimea) 
Hikina'akala (KA 105), Holoholoku (KA 106) 
Pu'uouwou (KA 125) 

Kihawahine (Ni'ihau) 

Note: Data from Emory (1924); Bennett (1931); Kelly (1986b); Kolb (1991); Sterling and Summers (1978); Stokes (1991); 
Summers (1971). 

century, almost 90 years after the collapse of the 
Hawaiian kapu system. However, we argue that these 
data at least represent a more accurate picture than 
we could perhaps reconstruct today, since many of 
these sites no longer exist. Those that still do have 
at least been reexamined more thoroughly, or as in 
the case of the Maui temples, been exhaustively 
researched. 

The distribution of known war temples and places 
of refuge reveals important clues regarding their soci
etal importance. Hawai'i and Maui islands have the 
largest number of temples (n = 29 and n = 28 respec
tively), followed by O'ahu (n = 18), Molokai'i (n = 
12), Kaua'i (n - 11), and Lana'i (n = 1). War tem
ples are fairly evenly distributed around the islands 
(29 out of 23 political districts, or 88 percent) and 

seem to confirm ethnohistoric records (Malo 
1951:159-189; ' IT 1963:137, 160; Kamakau 
1976:129-131) that mention that each political dis
trict did indeed have its own war temple. Many of 
the districts, including major political and popula
tion centers, had more than one temple. Figure 3b 
shows the distribution of 49 places of refuge. Maui 
(n =13) has the largest number, followed by Hawai'i 
and Moloka'i (n = 10 each), Oa'hu (n - 9), and 
Kaua'i (n = 7). Lana'i and Ni'ihau islands have one 
refuge each. There are fewer than half as many of 
refuges as war temples, distributed in only 23 out of 
33 political districts (70 percent). Despite a mis
leading ethnohistoric source that indicates at least one 
place of refuge was found in every political district 
(see Schoenfelder 1992:35-36), Figure 3a shows 
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Figure 3. The respective geographic distributions of major political and population centers and all war temples (3a) and 
places of refuge (3b) known ethnographically on the islands of the Hawaiian archipelago. 

that this is clearly not the case. Ten political districts Lana'i (n = 2), and Ni'ihau (n = 1). The denser con-
lack even a single refuge site, while major centers centration of war sites on the leeward and dryer 
seem to have as many as five refuges. Nearest-neigh- islands of Maui and Hawai'i coincides with ethno-
bor analysis of war temples reveals a near random graphic accounts such as zones of worship of the war 
distribution (/? = 1.05, n - 99), while the distribution gods Kahewila and Kuka'ilimoku, loci of the earli-
for refuges is only slightly more uniform (R =1.13, est and most sustained conflicts, and islands with 
n = 49). unstable dryland productive economies (Hommon 

Overall, Maui has the highest total of warfare- 1986:67; Kirch 1990b:336). 
related sites (n = 42), followed by Hawai'i (n = 39), Figure 4 shows the distribution of war-related site 
O'ahu (n = 27), Moloka'i (n = 22), Kaua'i (n = 18), types on Maui. War temples are somewhat uniform 
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Figure 4. The archaeological landscape of the island of Maui, with names of each political unit. 

in their distribution among political districts (near
est-neighbor R = 1.23, n - 28). In contrast, the dis
tribution of refuge sites is restricted to six districts 
and appears a bit more regular (R = 1.40, n = 13). In 
west Maui, these refuges are located in the two major 
political centers, Wailuku and Lahaina. A single 
refuge is found at the hilltop of Polipoli in Kula dis
trict. The east Maui refuges are located primarily in 
Hana and its neighbors Kipahulu and Kaupo. Hana 
is the major political district of east Maui and the 
ruling center of the traditional rivals of the west Maui 
chiefs. A number of districts apparently lack places 
of refuge, a pattern also seen on the other islands, at 
least as far as we can ascertain from the literature. 
Whether places of refuge were introduced by Pa'ao 
in the thirteenth century A.D., or adopted by Hawai-
ians later as a response to the development of severe 
royal laws and the cult of human sacrifice, is not 
known. It would appear, however, that places of 
refuge became an integral part of the practice of war
fare and provided a very real "release valve" for the 
pressures inherent in interpolity conflict. The exis
tence of places of refuge also hints at possible per
ceptions of warfare by the Hawaiian population as 

part of a ritually defined exercise that had recog
nized bounds of propriety, regardless of its severity. 

A number of temporal trends also exist in regard 
to political and military conflict. Prior to 1650, we 
have evidence of two distinctive regional temple 
styles on Maui. East Maui, a politically autonomous 
polity prior to island unification (Kolb 1994), has ter
raced-style temples, while rival west Maui had enclo
sure-style temples. This was a time when both east 
and west Maui were powerful polities whose rela
tionship was one of rivalry and conflict (Cordy 1981; 
Hommon 1976,1986; Kolb 1991). After 1650, when 
the west Maui chiefs eventually annexed east Maui, 
east Maui temple style shifts to enclosures. 

Settlement Trends and the Rise of Defensive 
Locations 

Another temporal trend that may be associated with 
warfare is the series of intermediate or buffer zones 
present between conflicting areas. Many of these 
zones, as detected by the absence of archaeological 
sites, were marginal lands for agriculture and were 
unoccupied prior to 1650 (see Cordy [2000] for 
examples on leeward Hawai'i island). Other areas 
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would appear to have been equally attractive as 
neighboring ahupua'a, but were more sparsely 
inhabited, perhaps because of their location near the 
borders of competing polities (see Dixon et al. [1997] 
for an example on leeward Maui). Also evident are 
changes in community residence patterns through 
time, in some cases perhaps being associated with 
the residency of newly installed chiefs and their 
retainers from conquering polities (see Dixon et al. 
[1995] for an example from Lana'i). 

Oral traditions seem to indicate to some archae
ologists a more aggressive stance of the leeward 
chiefs and their war gods toward political competi
tion and conquest, perhaps in their eagerness to 
expand from an already intensified agricultural 
ecosystem on the islands of Hawai'i and east Maui 
(Kirch 1990b) into windward polities of O'ahu and 
Kaua' i where food production had not yet been max
imized (Earle 1980). However, many of the wind
ward polities have a greater time depth than their 
leeward counterparts, and archaeological research 
has demonstrated that both wetland and dryland agri
cultural techniques were practiced contemporane
ously in many windward areas of the older islands, 
centuries before the flourishing of inter-island con
flict. Moreover, recent settlement pattern studies in 
upland east Maui (Dixon et al. 1997; Kolb et al. 
1997) suggest that the potential carrying capacity of 
some leeward lands had yet to be fully realized by 
late pre-Contact and early post-Contact populations 
periodically engaged in interpolity warfare. 

We have already noted the rise of the war temple 
and sacrificial activity after 1650, but we also note 
another important trend in Hawaiian warfare during 
this time: the development of defensive locations. It 
is interesting to note that despite archipelago-wide 
endemic warfare and the increasing scale of the 
opposing forces, little evidence of major labor invest
ment in fortifications or permanent defensive settle
ment locations is found—something that 
differentiates the Hawaiian case from other ancient 
societies engaged in interpolity warfare. During 
times of war, places of refuge and fortresses were 
sometimes constructed, but only "by the common 
Polynesian method of isolating an area by cutting 
trenches across narrow access routes" (Tuggle and 
Tomonari-Tuggle 1980:311-312); a well-preserved 
example may be found at Ho'okio Ridge on Lana'i 
(Emory 1924). 

On Maui, evidence for four defensive areas exists 

(see Figure 4). All four areas are sacred places in their 
own right, and each is closely associated with one of 
the four major political centers of Maui at the time 
of European contact. Lahaina and Wailuku relied on 
narrow amphitheater valleys where warriors would 
take up defensive positions during invasions or time 
of war. Iao Valley in Wailuku is one of the most 
sacred places in Hawai'i and a burial ground of many 
of the most famous Hawaiian chiefs. Iao was also 
the site of one of the major battles of conquest by 
Kamehameha in 1790, when using cannons against 
his foes for the first time, he crushed the Maui chiefs 
in his bid for annexation of the entire archipelago 
(Kamakau 1961:148). In Kaupo, a defensive settle
ment of the ridge-top variety existed above Man-
awainui Valley, another sacred valley used for chiefly 
burials. The settlement was a narrow ridge with a 
defensive ditch cut into it. The last Maui defensive 
settlement is Ka'uiki Hill in Hana (Kamakau 
1961:25). Ka'uiki was a true stronghold, being a nat
ural hill fortified with a pallisade, although nowhere 
near the size of the monumental Pa fortresses in New 
Zealand (Barber 1996; Davidson 1992) or as exten
sive as the Poiki Ditch defenses on Rapa Nui or 
Easter Island (Metraux 1971), which were long-term 
settlements in their own right. Ka'uiki was located 
at the strategic Hana Bay and had a war temple 
located in its shadow. Ka'uiki was the site of some 
of the most protracted sieges that occurred during 
the conflicts between the Hawaiian island chiefs and 
their Maui rivals. 

On the island of Hawai'i, where Kamehameha I 
and his war god Kuka'ilimoku ruled, a very differ
ent adaptation to warfare developed. This adaptation 
was referred to somewhat derogatorily in the Hawai
ian language d&pe 'epao or "hiding in a cave" (Pukui 
and Elbert 1971:297). Such a response is similar to 
other Polynesian islands where endemic warfare took 
its toll on the local populace, such as Rapa Nui 
(McCoy 1976), Mangareva (Laval 1938), Tonga 
(Collocott 1919), Reef Island (O'Farrall 1904), and 
Samoa (Nelson 1925). On both windward (Major et 
al. 1992) and leeward (Schilt 1984) sides of Hawai'i 
island, natural lava tubes were modified with thick 
walls and narrow crawlways for easy defense (Fig
ure 5). The entrances to these caves were often dis
guised to avoid being discovered by marauding 
warriors, and weapons were sometimes cached near 
the doorways for use in defense. While variation in 
architectural modifications to these lava tube 
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Figure 5. Site 50-10-44a-5060 from the island of Hawai'i. Site 5060 is a lava tube cave modified with thick walls and narrow 
crawlways for easy defense (after Kennedy and Brady 1997). 

entrances suggests a strong correlation with social 
status to some archaeologists (Kennedy and Brady 
1997), the residential environment within the lava 
tubes is very similar to that found in most traditional 
communities outside; these remains include paved 
trails, cooking areas, sleeping and burial platforms, 
animal enclosures, and storage features. A multitude 
of fire hearths, midden debris, and hand tools also 
suggests that inhabitants carried out many of their 
normal daily activities underground, although the 
low density of refuse generally indicates that most 
of these refuge caves were not inhabited for any 
appreciable length of time. 

Not surprisingly, in the district of Kona on the lee
ward side of Hawai'i Island there appears to be a 
strong correlation between the loci of battles fought 
after 1782 between Kamehameha, his cousin Keoua, 
and rival chief Kalaniopu'u's son Kiwalo, and the 
locations of many known fortified lava tubes 
(Kennedy and Brady 1997). During this same time 
period, the earlier occasional use of isolated lava 
tubes well above permanent coastal settlements 
seems to have been supplemented by the establish
ment of additional settlements near fortified tube 
entrances and agricultural fields (Kennedy and Brady 

1997). Such a defensive posture suggests that crop 
burning and slaughter of defenseless civilians 
(Kamakau 1961:235) only became a permanent 
threat relatively late in the history of armed conflict. 
Lava tubes as a geological phenomenon are more 
widely distributed in areas of relatively recent vul-
canism (Hawai'i Island and eastern Maui). The gen
eral lack of refuge cave elaboration on Maui suggests 
that resource availability alone did not determine the 
defensive strategies selected by combatants and their 
resident populations. Perhaps the restricted devel
opment of refuge cave sites to the island of Hawai'i 
(see Figure 5) may be due to the increasing ferocity 
of conflicts in certain areas, for unlike the defensive 
sites of Maui, these lava tubes were used primarily 
by noncombatants. Perhaps the intrapolity fighting 
associated with Kamehameha's political ascendancy 
was more fierce than oral history reveals; a lack of 
descriptive details of these battles may be due to the 
fact that Kamehameha was the eventual victor, and 
details would perhaps have been assuaged to bolster 
his new role as unifier. Moreover, the lack of 
internecine feuding among the remaining islands 
(including Maui) at this time might be due to the uni
fied and more stable multi-island polity controlled 
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by Kahekili. It may have been that Kahekili's strat
egy was more defensive, protecting his territorial 
gains against his powerful rival by forcing siege on 
a series of defendable Maui fortifications. 

Evidence of Warfare in Other Cultures 

Hawai'i's archaeological landscape provides some 
interesting clues concerning the nature of warfare rit-
ualization. It is clear that despite its intensity and 
scale, a series of social rules and conventions that 
were particularly innovative and dynamic guided 
Hawaiian warfare. As discussed earlier, these con
ventions appear rooted in the relationships of inequal
ity inherent in ancestral Polynesian social structure. 
However, the political and economic desires of elites 
bent on hegemonic expansion had real conse
quences—geographical circumscription, environ
mental resource availability, and demographic 
pressure—factors that strained and eventually altered 
the ritual constraints that served to mediate social 
conflict. We now undertake a brief review of warfare 
in other parts of the globe to illustrate this point. 

For our comparison, we have identified four gen
eral categories of archaeological evidence visible 
upon the landscape: ritual architecture, fortifications, 
defensive settlement patterns, and places of refuge. 
These categories are present in a number of other 
hegemonic polities that were at a similar level of 
sociopolitical complexity as Hawai'i at European 
contact (Table 3). Since intensive warfare may rarely 
leave obtrusive traces in preindustrial societies such 
as Hawai'i, we focus on archaeological examples that 
have already been interpreted as conflict-related. 
Although many of these comparative cases possess 
additional archaeological evidence (artifactual or 
skeletal) indicative of intensive conflict, our focus is 
to illustrate variations in the rules and conventions 
of combat. 

First, it appears that the use of ritual architecture 
for the purpose of sanctifying warfare is not only a 
Polynesian trait. The sacrifice of wartime captives 
was a primary method of expressing the subjugation 
of conquered polities in the Late Classic Maya area 
circa A.D. 900 (Webster 1977, 1993). Such public 
rituals were often performed in sacrificial temples 
(Fash et al. 1992) and ballcourts (Fox 1996) replete 
with carved statuary extolling the virtues of warrior 
kings (Houston 1992,1993; Johnston 1985; Scheie 
and Miller 1986). In the North American Southwest, 
ceremonial plazas were likely the loci of rituals asso

ciated with conflict between groups of desert agri
culturalists like the Salado ca. A.D. 1450 (Simons 
and Gosser 2001). Another ritual locus associated 
with prehistoric warfare is the burial ground, and 
warriors buried with elaborate weaponry have been 
recorded in the Yayoi culture of Japan ca. A.D. 200 
(Aikens and Higuchi 1982), with the Han culture in 
China ca. A.D. 200 (Higham 1989:292), and with 
the Urnfield tradition of temperate Europe (Kris-
tiansen 1997:111). 

The use of fortifications to combat aggression is 
a much more common phenomenon throughout the 
ancient world. Public-works projects range from 
small moats and earthworks to large fortresses. For
tified settlements were favored among the Maori of 
New Zealand, the Salado of the American Southwest, 
and throughout a variety of time periods in both tem
perate and Mediterranean Europe (e.g., Kristiansen 
1997; Monks 1997). Examples of fortified cities 
include the Han of China, the Yayoi of Japan, the 
Funan of ancient Cambodia ca. A.D. 900 (Stark et 
al. 1999), the Karanga trading center of Great Zim
babwe in Africa ca. A.D. 1500 (Connah 1987), the 
lowland Maya ca. A.D. 200 (Matheny 1986; Web
ster 1976), and the American Mississippi Valley ca. 
A.D. 1400 (Pauketat 1994:91-92). The Inca fortress 
of Sacsahuaman in Peru ca. A.D. 1400 represents an 
example of an even larger-scale public project (Haas 
et al. 1987), probably constructed with the labor of 
other conquered highland societies. 

Intervisibility and hilltop defense are also impor
tant factors in the placement of settlements and vil
lages (e.g., Monks 1997:13; Redmond 1994:36). 
Hilltops and ridges were the favored locations for for
tified villages among the Maori of New Zealand, the 
Yayoi of Japan, the Karanga of Africa, Urnfield and 
Mediterranean Europe, and the Salado. In the low
land Maya area during the Early Classic Period ca. 
A.D. 400, many centers were located near swamps 
and streams that could be easily defended by the 
construction of walls and palisades (Puleston and 
Callender 1967; Rice and Rice 1981). Similar tech
niques continued to be used into the end of the Clas
sic Period ca. A.D. 900 in the Petexbatun lake district 
(Demarest et al. 1997). Centuries later during the 
Postclassic Period ca. A.D. 1200, the highland Maya 
(DeMontmollin 1989;Fox 1987) and their neighbors 
(Dixon 1987; Joyce 1991) built easily defended vil
lages on tall hilltops overlooking their fields and the 
narrow access routes in and out of their valleys. The 
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Table 3. Archaeological Landscape Characteristics of Selected Polities. 

Culture 

Hawai'i 

Maori 
Urnfield 
Karanga 

Yayoi 

Funan 
Han 

Maya 

Inca 
Cahokia 

Salado 

Region 

Polynesia 

Polynesia 
Europe 
Africa 

Japan 

Cambodia 
China 

Central America 

South America 
North America 

North America 

Approximate 
Time 

A.D. 1600 

A.D. 1600 
1000 B.C. 
A.D. 1500 

A.D. 200 

A.D. 900 
A.D. 200 

A.D. 400-900 

A.D. 1400 
A.D. 1400 

A.D. 1450 

Ritual Architecture 

War temples 

Warrior burials 

Warrior burial 
mounds 

Warrior burial 
mounds 
Ballcourts; sacrificial 
altars and 
temples; carved 
stelea and tombs 

Ceremonial 
plazas 

Large-scale 
Fortifications 

Notched ridge-tops 

Pa- fortresses 
Walls and towers 
Great Zimbabwe 
Enclosures 
Moats and palisades 

City walls and moats 
City walls 

Early Classic 
moats, earthworks, 
and walls 

Sacsahuaman fortress 
Pallisades 

Walls; 
rooftop entrances 

Defensive 
Settlement Patterns 

Dispersed 
No visible 
defenses 

Hilltop locations 
Hilltop settlements 
Hilltop villages 

Hilltop villages 

Lowland and 
hilltop villages 

Hilltop villages 
Dispersed riverine 
settlements 

Places of 
Refuge 

Ritual 
enclosures 
Cave 
sanctuaries 

Caves 

Riverine promontories 
Platform mound 
villages 

Inca employed much the same tactic, with the high
land town and ceremonial center of Machu Picchu 
typifying this settlement pattern. Also important to 
the Inca was the policy of relocating fractious low
land ethnic communities into more easily managed 
highland landscapes (D'Altroy 1994), pressing them 
into labor on local defenses at the same time. 

Evidence is scarce for refuge places in other parts 
of the world. It is possible that some caves, such as 
Naj Tunich in the Maya area, served as neutral sanc
tuaries between warring polities (Brady et al. 1997; 
Stone 1995). Places of refuge in Hawai'i were for
mally recognized locations or enclosed sites, pro
viding sanctuary for a privileged few from the 
ravages of warfare and the perils of daily life within 
the kapu system. Short-term refuge by the general 
population on Hawai'i island used fortified and/or 
hidden lava tubes, a trait common in other places in 
Polynesia (Collocott 1919; Laval 1938; McCoy 
1976; Nelson 1925; O'Farrall 1904). However, the 
sanctity of formal refuge during times of conflict, as 
typified in the Hawaiian places of refuge, does not 
seem to have been an essential element of warfare 
elsewhere outside of Polynesia. 

In contrast to most places in the world, Hawaiian 

fortifications were minimal and most likely used for 
a short-term and desperate defense by a handful of 
already beleaguered warriors. Even compared to 
other parts of Polynesia such as New Zealand where 
labor-intensive Pa ring-compounds were common 
(e.g., Davidson 1992), the Hawaiian forts suggest a 
relatively minimal level of sustained conflict. Defen
sive settlement patterns in Hawai'i are not apparent 
in the archaeological landscape, suggesting that most 
coastal settlements predate the era of intense con
flict, and their inhabitants were not particularly wor
ried about interpolity violence. The dispersed nature 
of traditional Hawaiian settlement is especially evi
dent in upland environments (Kirch 1985), suggest
ing that later inland settlements were not the 
systematic target of organized combat. 

Conclusions 

We have identified four general categories of archi
tectural evidence related to the rules and conven
tions of warfare: ritual structures, fortifications, 
defensive settlement patterns, and places of refuge. 
These categories are present not only in Hawai'i but 
in other parts of the world as well. Comparative 
analysis of the scale and distribution of these cate-
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gories is useful for clarifying variation in the rules 
and conventions of warfare. Our analysis illustrates 
how the ethics of warfare (Demarest 1978) in vari
ous societies may deviate upon the landscape despite 
common root causes (e.g., status rivalry, demo
graphic pressure, circumscribed resources, accumu
lation of material wealth). 

One of the most striking contrasts of Hawai'i to 
other world regions is the degree to which a series 
of prescribed social mechanisms were used to peace
fully resolve or avoid armed combat. Dispersed 
Hawaiian settlement patterns, refuge caves, and 
places of refuge appear to signify an expected reso
lution to such conflict over a relatively short period 
of time, with the possibility of reprieve for combat
ants regardless of the intensity of warfare or the cer
tainty of sacrifice. Moreover, Hawaiians were able 
to incorporate European armament into the tradi
tional rules and expectations of combat, a phenom
enon that directly led to archipelago consolidation 
under the reign of Kamehameha I. These same mech
anisms appear to be absent (or at lease less visible) 
in other regions of the world, perhaps precluding 
many complex hegemonic polities from forging 
stronger interregional bonds over time. 

Yet even the ritualized conventions of Hawaiian 
warfare became severely tested as the scale and polit
ical goals of combat intensified over time. Clearly 
these conventions changed to best suit the political 
and economic desires of the elite, or as a response 
to intensifying conflicts. The growing nature of 
human and animal sacrifice, the use of places of 
refuge in response to these ideals, and the late mod
ification of lava tubes as temporary civilian refuges 
appear to represent scalar stress on these conventions. 
By A.D. 1800 conflict seems to have escalated to 
endemic proportions. Ritual conventions were 
somewhat ineffectual and in some ways (such as the 
desire to sacrifice large quantities of foodstuffs) 
helped promote territorial aggrandizement. Western 
contact accelerated this spiral toward political cen
tralization by introducing modern weapons and 
thereby causing technological imbalance. 

Another significant contrast is that, despite the 
ferocity and importance of warfare in Hawai'i, very 
few obtrusive traces exist in the archaeological 
record. Organized conflict seems to have been every 
bit as labor intensive, ritualized in conduct, and phys
ically violent as prehistoric warfare in the Maya or 
Inca areas with the outcome being virtually the same 

for elite captives, and eventually, for noncombatants. 
If we read the ethnohistoric accounts correctly, these 
ethical distinctions probably did little to alter the 
intensity of behavior for Hawaiian warriors during 
actual combat. Yet a distinct discrepancy exists 
between ethnohistoric descriptions of warfare and 
what the archaeological record actually shows. Even 
in comparison with other culture areas of similar 
scale and population density, Hawai'i lacks cate
gories of material evidence common to other places 
of the world. Perhaps, as in other areas of the world, 
this is because economic and environmental pres
sures (such as demographic saturation) had not yet 
peaked, pressures that had devastating effects on 
other Polynesian societies such as Rapa Nui and 
New Zealand. 

This study of warfare was accomplished by using 
archaeological data that reveal different aspects of 
the landscape of warfare. When woven together with 
oral histories they tell a dramatic story of how the 
rales and conventions of conflict changed, and illus
trate how innovative and dynamic Hawaiian warfare 
actually was. The similarities and differences 
observed between Hawaiian warfare and those from 
other regions of world should not easily be dismissed 
but must be compared and examined. While this 
example of the changing ideological role of warfare 
is tailored to the rise of a complex chiefdom in 
Hawai'i, we argue these data have broader signifi
cance for interpreting and illustrating how the social 
processes surrounding warfare may be interwoven 
with economic and environmental issues when dis
cussing historical or archaeological change. 
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