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Bioarchaeology, the study of human skeletal remains from archaeological 
contexts (for example, Larsen 2002; Martin et al. 2013), and forensic an-
thropology, “the application of the science of physical or biological anthro-
pology to the legal process” (American Board of Forensic Anthropology 
2017), offer unique perspectives on studies of massacres and present oppor-
tunities to interpret human skeletal remains in a broader cultural context. 
Massacres and other forms of large-scale violence have been documented 
in many different ancient and modern contexts. Moving the analysis from 
the victims to the broader political and cultural context necessitates us-
ing social theories about the nature of massacres. Massacres can be seen 
as a process, that is, as the unfolding of nonrandom patterns or a chain of 
events that precede the massacre itself and continue long after (Klusemann 
2012:479). Massacres have a cultural logic of their own that is shaped by 
social and historical dynamics. Massacres can have varying aims, includ-
ing subjugation or total eradication of a group based on status, ethnicity, or 
religion. Massacres can also signal powerful messages to witnesses and/or 
survivors about power dynamics and can be used a tool for social control.
 This volume is among the first to bring together bioarchaeological and 
forensic anthropologists as well as cultural anthropologists to focus specifi-
cally on both archaeological and modern examples of massacres and how 
they can be interpreted and understood through the application of social 
theory. Bioarchaeology and forensic anthropology are complementary 
subdisciplines of biological anthropology. They both excavate and analyze 
human skeletal remains and utilize the same methodologies in their ap-
proach. In addition, the long-standing history of professionals practicing 
both bioarchaeology and forensic anthropology is being continued by many 
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researchers today (Buikstra and Beck 2006; Komar and Buikstra 2008). The 
main difference between these approaches to the study of massacres is that 
in more contemporary contexts they may have legal implications (for ex-
ample, see Kimmerle and Baraybar 2008). An integrated approach to bio-
archaeology and forensic anthropology is adopted here, as the two subdis-
ciplines have much to offer each other in studies of violence. For example, 
the incorporation of forensic perspectives may aid in the interpretation of 
bioarchaeological massacre assemblages, such as in chapter 3 by Marin A. 
Pilloud and Al W. Schwitalla. The consideration of bioarchaeology can also 
aid in the understanding of contemporary instances of massacres because 
bioarchaeology provides time depth and a cross-cultural perspective. This 
can help illuminate patterns of human behavior across time and space as 
well as variations in behavior due to cultural context.
 This volume began as a symposium, presented at the 85th annual meet-
ing of the American Association of Physical Anthropologists in Atlanta, 
Georgia (April 13–16, 2016). The thematic cohesion offered by this set of 
diverse studies provided the impetus for the book. The inclusion of both 
bioarchaeologists and forensic anthropologists affords a broad range of ap-
proaches to the study of massacres and shows both the similarities and 
differences through the cross-cultural and temporal approaches taken.
 This introductory chapter presents some of the theoretical frameworks 
used by anthropologists to get at the poetics of massacres: the meaning that 
cultures ascribe to that particular form of violence. Massacres are deeply 
symbolic and are performed through ritual or passed on in codes of con-
duct in indigenous systems such as those discussed here. We have adopted 
the working definition of massacre offered by Dwyer and Ryan (2012:xv): 
the “killing by one group of people by another group of people, regardless 
of whether the victims are armed or not, regardless of age or sex, race, re-
ligion and language, and regardless of political, cultural, racial, religious or 
economic motives for the killing.” The breadth expressed in this definition 
is important, because too often readers have particular massacres in mind, 
which then makes it easy to rule out other multiple homicides and mass 
killings.

How Do We Define Massacres?

Many researchers apply the term “massacre” without specifying how this 
type of large-scale violence differs from others, such as warfare. Does the 
application of the term merely depend on the number of individuals killed? 
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Semelin (2009:4) defines massacres as “a form of action that is most of-
ten collective and aimed at destroying non-combatants.” Kuckelman et al. 
(2000) also propose a definition of massacres, which is adapted from Keeley 
(1996:67) and LeBlanc (1999:149). This definition states that “the term ‘mas-
sacre’ implies a surprise attack initiated to annihilate an enemy social unit” 
(Kuckelman et al. 2000:158). These definitions are important for the pres-
ent discussion, as these authors put forth the idea that the destruction of 
the “social unit” is an important factor, including “non-combatants.” This 
would suggest actions directed against entire families or communities, in-
cluding women and children, and can be compared with the patterns seen 
in the archaeological record across time and space. Also, the idea that mas-
sacres are performed by a “collective” is significant, suggesting that mas-
sacres are not the actions of a few individuals but of a larger community 
with underlying social structures that allow for and justify the destruction 
of the enemy.
 Massacres are largely carried out by males and are common to times of 
war from ancient times to the present (Gat 2006). Most scholars attempt 
to grapple with the fundamental question of why groups take this particu-
lar route to killing, usually in addition to more traditional hand-to-hand 
combat, raiding, and other forms of early and modern warfare (Martin and 
Harrod 2015). The study and understanding of massacres, then, does not 
focus on warriors or soldiers as in warfare. Massacres entail no demarca-
tion between adult males and other members of the society and are rarely 
male-on-male violence. Massacres are necessarily relational and dynamic. 
Killing a particular demographic (such as women and children) or destroy-
ing bodies becomes all the more powerful because it communicates the 
symbolic nature of these acts and forms social memories carried over hun-
dreds of years (Martin 2016).
 How cultures use and react to violence and who is protected or at risk are 
global concerns with potentially dire consequences for the world’s popu-
lations today. It would be helpful for more scholars to understand non-
Western forms of violence and warfare in order to make sense of the kinds 
of things regularly written about in the media today, such as the horrific 
executions by the Islamic State in the Near East or the rape and murder of 
young girls by the Boko Haram in Africa. Simply identifying the death of 
males in warfare is only the tip of the iceberg in the problem of massacres. It 
is perhaps even more important to understand how forms of violence such 
as massacres target women and children.
 Throughout this volume the authors apply a range of ways of defining 
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and conceptualizing massacres. It is not our goal to try to apply one defi-
nition to all of the case studies but rather the opposite. We aim to explore 
the variation in this form of violence. In each chapter the authors present 
their own ways of identifying and defining massacre or mass violence and 
show how they are applicable to the specific period and/or social context 
in question. For example, in chapter 2 William E. De Vore, Keith P. Jacobi, 
and David H. Dye discuss the issues surrounding the criteria that research-
ers often use to identify massacres, including problems with the number of 
victims considered necessary for a massacre to have occurred. Their study 
demonstrates the importance of examining the cultural context and popu-
lation size when forming interpretations of massacres. In chapter 10 Cate 
E. Bird demonstrates that mass death resulting from structural violence 
may also be considered a massacre by examining the ways in which U.S. 
government policies result in the high number of deaths of Undocumented 
Border Crossers (UBCs) along the U.S.-Mexico border. These are two of the 
many examples of ways that we can expand our understanding of massa-
cres and the variability inherent in this kind of violence while recognizing 
that some similarities may also exist, such as the inclusion of noncomba-
tants among the victims.

Structural Violence as a Form of Massacre

This important idea that structural violence resulting in poor health and 
early death may also be considered a form of massacre merits further con-
sideration. One way that institutionalized inequalities and their effects 
on health have been theorized is through the idea of structural violence. 
Farmer (2004:307) presents a definition: “Structural violence is violence 
exerted systematically—that is, indirectly—by everyone that belongs to a 
certain social order.” This structural violence against some groups but not 
others leads to differential access to resources, resulting in illness, injury, 
and early death, among other things (Farmer 2004:308). Farmer points out 
that while structural violence can lead to what we as a society more com-
monly think of violence, armed conflict, and terrorism, it most often leads 
to weakened bodies, often through disease. He demonstrates, for example, 
that global economic, political, and social structures that target specific 
groups of people (for example, the poor) have led to increased morbidity 
and mortality from infectious diseases among these groups in the modern 
era (Farmer 1996, 1999, 2003, 2004). So can these structures of oppression 
that lead to differential mortality also fall under the purview of a massacre?
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 Going back to the variety of definitions of massacres, including the one 
by Dwyer and Ryan (2012) adopted here, massacres consist of one group 
targeting another social group, often including noncombatants who pose 
no immediate harm to the perpetrators, such as women and children. Mas-
sacres are also performed by the society as a whole, or collective as Semelin 
(2009) states, not just individuals. Keeping these in mind, it seems that 
cases where mass death results from these structures of oppression targeted 
against a particular group of people (based on poverty, racism, gender in-
equality, or any other classification used to justify persecution in a society) 
should also be viewed as a form of massacre. This does not operate outside 
the realm of violence simply because the violence is indirect: it results in 
the same loss of life as violent events more commonly identified as mas-
sacres. It also arises from the same social processes as more “conventional” 
massacres, such as the processes of othering and dehumanization of those 
viewed as other (addressed in greater detail below).

Why Massacre: Understanding the Process of Massacres 
through Contemporary Examples

Some recent studies of contemporary examples of massacres provide in-
sights into how these violent acts unfold in different contexts. One of the 
important insights that is apparent from these modern examples is that 
massacres are processes, not singular events. They are often characterized 
by patterns of violence that unfold over time and are manifested in a vari-
ety of ways (Klusemann 2012). Thus it is crucial to understand the history 
leading up to and after massacres. According to Klusemann (2012:469), 
these processes are impacted by the “situational emotional dynamics, which 
determine how massacres are actually enacted” (emphasis in the original). 
Massacres occur when a weaker, emotionally dominated enemy is attacked. 
Massacres are often preceded by other acts of destruction, which serve to 
provide emotional momentum for the perpetrators and to frighten the 
victims. In addition to these acts of destruction, the targeting of certain 
people, such as particularly weak individuals or selected elites (Klusemann 
2012:474–475), as well as capture, torture, and theatrics may also precede 
a massacre (Osterholtz 2013). This contributes to the emotional conditions 
necessary for a massacre (Klusemann 2012:474–475). Once the violence 
begins, it is most often perpetrated by large groups of individuals, although 
not everyone will necessarily participate in the actual killing of victims. 


