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The practices of certain traditional or primitive societies can be instructive as to what
might happen in a nuclear confrontation or a nuclear war. (Kahn 1948: 57)

So wrote Herman Kahn, the great guru who urged
our serious consideration of the possibilities and
consequences of nuclear war. The passage appears
in his recent re-working of an earlier classic, the
new version entitled Thinking About the
Unthinkable in the 1980’s.

I agree with Kahn on at least this much; that
nuclear war is worth thinking about and that we
may have something to learn from other societies,
even smaller and, perhaps, simpler ones. The
major thesis of this paper is that a consideration
of Erie Indian warfare with the Iroquois is worth
the effort in the hope that we have something to
learn regarding the likelihood, conduct, and most
particularly the outcome of a modern nuclear war.

It has long been a staple assumption of the
"Mirror of Mankind" school of anthropology that
we may gain significant insight into our own
society by holding our traditional ancestors or
pre-industrial  cousins up for comparison.
Margaret Mead took this line of thought seriously
and paid the scholarly price for doing so in terms
of loss of academic prestige even while she
achieved popular acclaim.

Nevertheless, I follow Mead today in that my
goals are less scholarly than speculative. Those
who have come to receive answers will be less
satisfied than those who are here to hear
questions raised. I will offer no new facts about
the Erie but will put familiar facts into what is, I
hope, a new context. And like most students of
the Erie who concern themselves with warfare I
will probably seem at times to be less interested in
them and more interested in the Iroquois, the
victors, at least in the short run, in the war and
the subject of a great deal of the literature. Erie
voices were silenced in that war and our guesses
regarding what they might have said are less

satisfying than the many documented and
established events, practices, and ideas of the
Iroquois. Be that as it may, I will offer a brief

survey of pertinent elements of Erie culture and
warfare of the seventeenth century and then
attempt to relate the purported functions of Erie
warfare, the escalation of their war with the
Iroquois, and the subsequent dispersal of the Erie
to the modern situation. I hope to demonstrate
the continuities between seventeenth century

Indian warfare and warfare today. In the end I
will ask what lessons for conduct today can we
draw from the Erie example. Their fate speaks
cloquently to us and at a time when youthful
concern regarding nuclear war 1is significant,
when arms reduction talks are taking place, and
while we celebrate the fortieth anniversary of the
end of the most costly war in human history this
effort is of more than theoretical interest.

The Erie Indians are known almost exclusively
from the archaeological record; little information
about their culture and behavior derives from
firsthand or even secondhand observation or
report. They are, in fact, the "Lost Nation" so
familiar, from placenames at least, to Lake
County, Ohio residents. No record exists of a
European setting foot in an Erie village (White
1978: 412). The primary sources for cultural data
on the historical Erie are the annual reports,
known collectively as the Jesuit Relations
(Thwaites 1896-1901), sent each year by New
World missionaries reporting their activities to
their superiors in France. Even in these the
reporting is secondhand since much of what is
recorded is the summary of incidents and
practices of the ‘Erie related to the Jesuits by the
Onondaga and Seneca Iroquois. As seemingly
simple a fact as the location and extent of
seventeenth century Erie villages is open to
question. Marian E. White’s discussion of the
location of Erie villages (1978: 412-15) concludes
that they had no permanent settlements located
west of what is now Erie, Pennsylvania in the
seventeenth century. Since there is no linguistic
evidence available to determine the nature of the
settlements in question we are unlikely to ever be
certain about them.

The historic Erie appear to have been a typical
Northern Iroquoian Indian society. Living in
settled villages they combined a fishing and

hunting economy with some cultivation of
domesticated lands. Their material culture
appears to have been relatively simple and

characterized by canoes, snowshoes, and relatively
crude pots; no spectacular earthworks or burial
procedures exist to distinguish them. Of interest
to the topic of warfare is the likely sexual
division of labor which encouraged a mobile male
population which spent a significant amount of






