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Abstract 
The coincidence of Russia-Ukraine war, in Europe, and Israel-Hamas war, in 
the Middle East, reawakened debates about the ultimate origins of war. The 
never-resolved enquiries about the primary reasons to reiterate lethal in-
ter-group confrontation renewed old questioning. Despite the legacy of know-
ledge from paleontological, archaeological, and reliable historical chronicles or 
from the most cogent strategic, economic, or philosophical analyses, the remote 
roots of the tendency to repeat wars are devoid of solid explanations. This ar-
ticle sustains that the paths to unravel the essential answers to this question 
must be sought at the fertile crossroads of scientific disciplines that deal with 
the biology of human competitive coalitions. An outline of the most relevant 
psychobiological factors unveiled so far is presented here. This review exem-
plifies how to combine the role of these primary factors with technical analyses 
of current wars, both to improve the understanding of ongoing conflicts and 
open research endeavors oriented to strengthen initiatives dedicated to main-
taining peace. 
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1. Introduction 

War has returned. Large-scale conflicts have reappeared in the outskirts of Eu-
rope and the Middle East, with their sinister trail of lethality and devastation. 
The border regions between Ukraine and Russia are a vast scene of fierce mili-
tary fighting that has been active since early 2022; and the barbarian escalation 
of the confrontation between Israel and Hamas, in Gaza, since autumn 2023, not 
only seems to proceed towards the destruction of that Palestinian enclave, but also 
has situated the entire region at the border of a general war.  
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This rising of military confrontations took European citizens by surprise and 
although the initial reaction combined horror with stupefaction, as the weeks and 
months passed, a realization emerged that these were very serious but regional and 
bounded conflicts. In a short time, we went from alarm over the possible contagion 
of these lethal outbreaks to coexistence with daily massacres in the not-so-distant 
areas, which fail to alter, however, the habits and rhythms of life of people settled 
in peaceful places. 

But big wars were close once again and that cannot be completely erased (Mo-
rin, 2023). Hence, the profusion of more or less accurate analysis and interpreta-
tions has punctuated the fateful course of hostilities (Baconi, 2018; Georges & 
Ayoub, 2024; Matthews, 2023; Ramani, 2023). Together with the descriptions of 
immediate or distant historical antecedents, and those dedicated to the strategic 
relevance of these collisions on the regional or global level, the big questions about 
war came to light again. The old and never-resolved questions about the primary 
reasons for the human tendency to repeat lethal confrontations have reappeared 
(Blattman, 2022; Morin, 2023; Morris, 2014). 

The recurrence and importance, often decisive, of conflicts between human 
groups have kept busy legions of specialists from many disciplines, turning the 
analysis of war into one of the crucial targets for interpreting the vicissitudes and 
changing meanderings of human collectivities. The detail and thoroughness of 
chronicles of the confrontations, their genesis, and subsequent repercussions are 
a formidable repository to learn about the itineraries of the different societies. 
But such vast knowledge has not provided convincing answers to the most intri-
guing and disconcerting questions, that is: why do wars recur? And why do they 
do so with such variable frequency? 

There is consensus that the most comprehensive and sound economic, histor-
ical, or strategic analyses do not respond to these questions with the incisiveness 
required (Gat, 2006; Blattman, 2022; Morin, 2023; Morris, 2014). And they do 
not respond moreover to a range of other related and challenging questions, such 
as: Why do collective confrontations arouse so much interest? Why are there 
always so many volunteers willing to fight? Why is it so easy to form opposing 
sides who perceive themselves with animosity and hostility, in complex societies 
that had coexisted, for long periods, without major frictions? What leads to join-
ing coalitions that wage confrontations of enormous risk, which often result in 
the death of contenders or irreparable physical injuries, when abstaining would 
be more beneficial for individual interests? What mechanisms are activated so 
that there are pockets of volunteers to incur high risks or martyrdom, even, with 
the aim of contributing to a greater cause? What gears mobilize “cultural induc-
tors” (values such as “Homeland”, “God” or “Ideology”), to drive the enthusiasm 
of legions of combatants? What mechanisms are activated to obey and follow, 
with blind devotion, to leaders who promise a victorious and glorious destiny on 
confrontations that inevitably leave a tremendous trail of casualties? 

The objective of this article is to approach these challenging questions from 
the knowledge that has been accumulating about the “human factors”: the aspi-
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rations, appetites, affects or aversions that distinguish the individuals of our li-
neage, both when they act on their own as, above all, when they operate through 
competitive coalitions. The first step is a brief journey into the psychobiological 
roots of the tendency to reiterate lethal conflicts between human groups, expos-
ing the accumulated knowledge so far by disciplines that have made the biology 
of human behavior its object of study.  

2. The Infinite War: Primordial Vectors 

These important questions were the target of “The Infinite War: From tribal fights 
to global confrontations” (Tobeña & Carrasco, 2023), an incursion into the psy-
chobiological roots that underlie the human propensity to war. That is the facili-
tators of the emergence of competitive coalitions that often engage in lethal con-
tests (Bowles, 2012; López, 2017; Moffett, 2019). This section summarizes the main 
topics that formed the core of such essay1. 

2.1. Animal Wars 

Humans did not invent war. They have been sophisticating it to formidable ex-
tremes, both in the varieties and destructiveness of weapons and the abilities of 
surveillance systems, as well as in the demands of technical specialization and 
professional capabilities required by the militia personnel (Gat, 2006; Galeotti, 
2022). But fights between rival groups of the same species that can lead to syste-
matic killings and even extermination of the losing side have been documented, 
with precision, in animal species from insects to mammals. In our most direct 
line, the primates and great apes, the genocidal campaigns of chimpanzees in their 
territorial patrols and planned attacks unto individuals of neighboring groups 
have detailed records, in various African habitats, to the point of forming part of 
their usual routines. Their first cousins, the bonobos, do not show such marked 
bellicosity in inter-band relationships and stand out for their affable and friendly 
coexistence skills, but they also know how to form agonistic alliances during 
dissensions (Cheng et al., 2021; Glowacki et al., 2020; Wilson & Glowacki, 2017; 
Wrangham, 2019). 

The bulk of data from behavioral biology indicates that war is a common strat-
egy in nature, for a good handful of species (López, 2017; Moffett, 2019; Glowacki 
et al., 2020; Glowacki, 2024). It is not a dreadful invention of human culture 
brought about by factors derived from our abilities to manufacture of weapons, 
by our greed or inordinate ambition, or by abusive economic disparities and strong 
appetites for status and power (Gat, 2006; Morris, 2014). 

2.2. Intergroup Competition 

The essential requirement for war is competition between groups. There would 

 

 

1The initial outline of “The Infinite War” (based on a script that Jorge Carrasco, co-author, had 
written for a television documentary on the matter), was devoid of references to the Ukrainian con-
flict and had only brief mentions to the Israel-Palestinian one. Our objective was more encompass-
ing, and the outbreak of both wars caught us off guard and with the project underway. 
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be no quarrels, no collisions, and no litigations among antagonistic sides, without 
competing groups. But intergroup competition never fails because, along with sel-
fish or individualistic propensities, humans carry equally pronounced pro-social 
and cooperative tendencies so that they know how to establish alliances with great 
ease and versatility. And once these coalitions with diverse objectives are set in 
motion (adventurous exploration, capture of prey, collection of nutrients, con-
struction of utensils, shelters, or protective fences), there can be dissensions with 
threatening neighboring groups and that is where conflict usually flares up. This 
is how it worked, apparently, in primitive bands and clans for tens and tens of 
millennia throughout the ancestral trajectory of our lineage (Chagnon, 1988; 
Lahr et al., 2016; Choi & Bowles, 2007; Pagel, 2016). 

In stratified and complex societies, most disputes arising from incessant in-
tergroup competition are resolved by resorting to many types of mediating and 
rule-sanctioning law institutions, although the threat of engaging in open com-
bat is not always kept at bay. The goods in dispute are always the same: territory, 
highly coveted resources or duly recognized status and primacy (Gat, 2006; 
Turchin et al., 2013; López, 2017). But as physical fighting involves notorious 
risks, resources are needed to maintain internal cohesion in combative groups. 
Loyalties and strong commitments must be ensured, to prevent desertions. Hence, 
the firmness of the norms induces intense, “fraternal” cooperation, along with 
sanctions or punishments to deter negligence or betrayal. In all clans, gangs 
or cartels that operate in very different contexts and niches, these “strong and 
non-negotiable commitments” emerge to guarantee internal cohesion during 
confrontations (De Dreu et al., 2016; Garfield et al., 2023; Wrangham, 2019, 
2021). 

2.3. Offensive Aggressiveness 

The ambition of conquering, dominating and prevailing is another requirement. 
For it to bear fruit, it is necessary to combine remarkable aptitudes for attacking 
assaults with the necessary defensive safeguards. Although there are groups that 
specialize in eminently defensive tactics and do very well with them, preemptive 
attacks in the form of lethal ambushes or damaging raids that serve as a warning 
to announce the risks entailed by direct collisions are never renounced (Böhm et 
al., 2016; Simunovic et al., 2013). 

Humans can combine a notorious docility and tolerance for all types of irrita-
tions and annoyances in everyday situations, with a marked disposition for of-
fensive aggressiveness (attacking, appetitive), and vengeful retaliation (Chester, 
2017; Lischinsky & Lin, 2020; Wrangham, 2019). Compared with their closest ani-
mal relatives they excel by the ease and versatility of proactive and instrumental 
aggression in coalitions. That is to say: they know how to act as skilled and fear-
some attackers.  

Some individuals soon discover the euphoric ingredients of the direct combat 
and the delight associated with victorious subjugation and the destruction or 
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pillage of other people’s assets and belongings. Hence, the contingents of volun-
teers and mercenaries always appear to enroll in the nearby conflicts. They are 
individuals who have outstanding aptitudes for hard fighting and extreme phys-
ical resistance, and who learn how to optimize them. Some of them discover 
that the greatest joy in life may come from rude, hand-to-hand fights, or in at-
tacking raids that carry maximum risk. The neural and hormonal mechanisms 
that favor the emergence of these temperamental attributes have begun to be 
mapped in detail (Chester, 2017; Lischinsky & Lin, 2020; Sarkar & Wrangham, 
2023). 

2.4. Tribal Mentality 

Young children set group boundaries with astonishing ease. Without prior in-
struction of any kind, they immediately adopt boundaries to distinguish between 
“friends” and “opponents”, between “us” and “them”, even though separation 
comes from totally arbitrary distinctions. Through randomly assigned “neutral 
marks” to separate, into two sides, a handful of kids who are unknown to each oth-
er, such distinctive alignment sets in motion biases of automatic ascription within 
the groups where they ended up: their “own” become “virtuous” comrades in all 
sorts of attributes and “the others” become annoying or even “undesirable” ene-
mies (Dunham, 2018; Lantos & Molenberghs, 2021). 

It is important that this bias towards “in-group favoritism” (chauvinism, pa-
rochialism or ethnocentrism are alternative names), which has been observed in 
a multitude of situations and in all kinds of societies (Moffett, 2019; Romano et 
al., 2021; Saarinen et al., 2021), emerges at very tender ages (Dunham, 2018). It 
indicates that the basic propensity towards immediate alignment with “one’s 
own”, whoever they may be, is powerful. In young people and adults, it prefi-
gures the emergence of tribal tendencies when separation marks are relevant 
(family, speech, skin color, clothing and pigmentation signals, group chants and 
flags). 

Such biologically prefigured tendency to erect cognitive and affective bounda-
ries between “us” and “them” is an essential nutrient of the coalitional and belli-
cose “tribalism”. It constitutes the necessary foundation for phenomena such as 
sectarianism, factionalism, or fundamentalism to spread and exalt agonistic spi-
rits. This process of accentuated pro-group bias facilitates contempt and hatred 
of those who stay at the other side of the border, the new or old adversaries. And 
even more so when differences become entrenched and fanaticized: the oppo-
nents become enemies and are systematically dehumanized, becoming vermin to 
be exterminated (Lantos & Molenberghs, 2021; Moffett, 2019; Ramani, 2023; 
Romano et al., 2021; Saarinen et al., 2021). 

2.5. Tribal Morality 

The drive for contests fosters, while delimiting, the surge of moral commitments 
that seal the bonds of “fraternal” cohesion within each group or community. The 
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moral norms of not harming others or their property and interests, those of pro-
viding help in case of need, those of caring for the disadvantaged and helpless, 
those of collaborating in joint efforts and those that promote attitudes favorable 
to fairness, honesty, loyalty, and respect for the basic rules of coexistence can be 
ignored beyond the group border. These restrictions only apply to one’s own side. 
With enemies, however, anything goes: any transgression is permitted (Greene, 
2013; Lantos & Molenberghs, 2021; Tobeña & Carrasco, 2023). 

War often requires an exaltation of pro-social or moral tendencies towards 
one’s own, for whom maximum cooperative efforts or even extreme sacrifices 
can be provided, while at the same time completely obliterating any containment 
or moral restraint towards the opponents to be liquidated (James, 1911; Tobeña, 
2012; Decety, 2024). Lethal conflicts create scenarios that entail simultaneous 
magnification or clouding of moral attitudes, delimited only by the group border: 
sacrifice, hardship, and martyrdom towards the interior, along with annihilating 
devastation towards the exterior. It can work this way because the emotional 
sentiments of guilt, remorse, or compassion for the fate of adversaries are silenced. 
Furthermore, joy can be felt with the harm and suffering inflicted on one’s 
enemies. These phenomena also have detailed descriptions of their neural bases, 
in the intricate mechanisms of the circuitry and functioning of the “moral brain” 
(Greene, 2013; Tobeña, 2012; Qu et al., 2022; van Baar et al., 2019; Ugazio et al, 
2021; Workman et al., 2020; Decety, 2024). 

2.6. Magnetizing Leadership 

War is a collective enterprise and always requires direction and coordination. Even 
the most basic assaults, raids, or ambushes that urban gangs, guerrilla comman-
dos or cartel’s hitmen continue to practice require prior study, a plan with assign-
ment of different functions and explicit direction (Edelson et al., 2018). In com-
bative groups, leadership is obtained through the exhibition of peculiar tempe-
ramental attributes: courage, experience in dealing with maximum risk, deter-
mination, coldness, and cruelty help greatly. But so do the ability to seal alliances 
with lieutenants and bodyguards, as well as the manipulative and persuasive skills 
to motivate combatants and convince the necessary supports in the rear bases 
(Van Vugt & Smith, 2019; de Waal-Andrews & van Vugt, 2020). 

There are not many individuals who have all these skills at the same time, al-
though each generation provides some characters with spontaneous springs for 
these crucial traits. Later, extended learning and fierce competing with other can-
didates to reach the summit do shape the temperamental cocktail of each leader. 
In this area, progress has been done not only on dissecting the neural mechan-
isms that make efficient coordination between leaders and followers possible 
(Zhang et al., 2023), but also at describing the neuroendocrine and cognitive 
mechanisms that lie behind these unique personalities (McDermott et al., 2016; 
Van Vugt & Smith, 2019; Glowacki & McDermott, 2022; Tobeña & Carrasco, 
2023). 
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Leadership and hierarchies in war introduce, however, some ingredients that 
complicate the panorama for the explanatory models that are limited to mere 
intergroup competition. This is so, because leaders, the cliques of lieutenants 
and the group of followers not only get differential distribution of spoils in case 
of victory, or of punishments and losses in case of defeat, but they can pursue 
goals not necessarily coincident from the start. This is because individual com-
petition always counts in intergroup contests. Hence, the repeated cases of ab-
usive or toxic leaderships that are later regretted despite their enormous capaci-
ties for persuasion and influence (Glowacki & McDermott, 2022; Tobeña & Car-
rasco, 2023). 

2.7. Exalted Values and Virtuous Violence 

To broaden group identification from family clans or tribes formed by close and 
distant relatives along with acquaintances, to the agglomerations of people in 
large settlements and cities, signaling inventions appeared that facilitated and 
denoted a common belonging. Shared brands, emblems or beliefs indicate a pre-
ferential and univocal affiliation. The notions of “lordship”, “chiefdom”, “king-
dom”, “homeland”, “country” or “nation” fulfill these unifying functions when 
the threat of conflict demands joining forces (Romano et al., 2021). 

Some of those markers that denote belonging to a specific community can be-
come as important or more relevant even than common dialect or similar phys-
ical features, acquiring a motivational power that defines and specifies the group 
border. Cults (religions), typical symbols of a place or ideologies (political affilia-
tions), can foster combative gatherings of thousands and even millions of people 
who have little or nothing in common with each other and who agree to under-
take commitments of high risk. A flag, an anthem, a collective identity, and a 
“mission” full of exalted markers (values) are usually enough. 

Modern disputes are always covered with that high-flying moralizing justifica-
tion. The destruction and mortality imposed in the name of these values can be 
perceived as “virtuous violence” (Slovic et al., 2020; Kteily & Landry, 2022), since 
it is directed to make prevail the “just” representation of the world that enemies 
have poisoned. Hence, armed with the tremendous annihilative capacity of so-
phisticated weapons, it is possible to exterminate huge numbers of the “enemy” 
civilian population, without any blemish or remorse. This peculiar “moral” 
journey has also been studied in social neuroscience laboratories (Workman et 
al., 2020). 

2.8. Links with Social Disciplines 

In these seven afore-mentioned fronts of research, there is progress in the dis-
section of the psychobiological roots that underlie human combative propensi-
ties, both when they act at their own risk and, above all, when they do so in al-
liances to engage in lethal conflicts. “The Infinite War” (Tobeña & Carrasco, 2023) 
breaks down each of these areas in detail and proposes plausible links with the 
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wisdom accumulated by the social disciplines that have been dealing with wars 
for millennia (Gat, 2006; Morris, 2014; Caselli et al., 2015). 

It happens, however, that despite the legacy of knowledge from paleontologi-
cal, archaeological, and reliable historical chronicles or the most accurate stra-
tegic, economic, or philosophical analyses, the primary (psychobiological) roots 
of the tendency to reiterate war conflicts continued devoid of solid explanations. 
The paths to unravel the essential answers must be sought, today, in the fertile 
crossroads of scientific disciplines that deal with the biology of human behavior 
through incisive and complementary approaches. This fertile crossing of discip-
lines, in the vigorous field of behavioral biology, is recent. It had not yet occurred 
during the discouraging and fruitless exchange of ideas between Albert Einstein 
and Sigmund Freud, between 1931-1932, following an initiative of the League of 
Nations to enquire about the ultimate “whys” (that is, psychological roots), of 
the human tendency to war2.  

It is necessary to start from there to identify and dissect the remote reasons for 
the tendency to repeat lethal confrontations. Only an adequate and detailed di-
agnosis of these “whys” will allow us to establish, with increasing robustness, the 
containment systems (leviathans) and the prudential measures (peace agreements 
and treaties) that humans also know how to build and sustain. 

3. Ukraine and Israel-Palestine Wars: Links with 
Psychobiological Vectors 

The two conflicts that have awakened the greatest concern recently are those in 
Ukraine and Israel-Palestine. Despite the multiple outbreaks of war that remain 
active in different parts of the globe, it is these two conflicts that have attracted 
the most attention because they carry ingredients that can distort the balances, 
the spheres of influence and the relationships of primacy between the world- 
dominant powers. Both wars seem to escape, due to their complexity, the frame-
work of basic vectors summarized in the previous section, because they have more 
than enough attributes to classify them as sophisticated contests. 

In the case of the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, two enormous armies 
are confronting each other, with high degrees of training and a massive deploy-
ment of troops on very vast fronts. The operations involve the use of the most 
advanced and destructive weapons technologies and resources, both in land com-
bat and in air and maritime campaigns, as well as in remote strikes with missiles, 
drones and other unmanned devices guided by satellites (Galeotti, 2022). The 
flow of supplies and provisions for attacking, defensive and surveillance opera-
tions is immense and requires top-level logistical work with transportation of 
munition, spare parts, fuel, and equipment, as well as high standards of training 
and professionalism. All of this requires high technical and organizational spe-
cialization at the service of a challenging, painful, and protracted enterprise. To 
deal with these requirements, many more factors are needed than those de-
scribed in the previous section and that is why military specialists concentrate on 

 

 

2https://www.public.asu.edu/~jmlynch/273/documents/FreudEinstein.pdf. 
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evaluating the course of operations, addressing the oscillations of these multiple 
technical strata, while ignoring the primary ingredients that facilitate the ger-
mination and outbreak of disputes. They are taken for granted, as a matter of 
fact. 

In the imposing and devastating campaign of punishment undertaken by Israeli 
army in the Gaza Strip, against the forces of Hamas, a bulk of elements of similar 
complexity come together. The unexpected and lethal attack carried out by sev-
eral units of that Palestinian militia against Israeli positions and villages in the 
vicinity of the enclave, on October 7, 2023, was followed by the announcement 
and preparation of a large-scale retaliation operation. A campaign that included, 
as its primary objective, the dismantling of all the power centers, the forts, the 
rocket launching facilities and the tortuous defensive structures that Hamas had 
been building over the years, in the underground of the enclave, as well as the 
elimination of all significant leaders and commanders of the militia, in addition 
to the forced displacement of the Gazan civilian population, under the threat of 
being a direct military objective. After weeks of preparation, gathering huge con-
tingents of troops and military resources, a slow but devastating invasion was 
launched that involved land, air, and maritime operations of notorious complex-
ity and with an imposing display of destructive power. The first phase of the 
campaign devastated the northern half of the enclave until it turned into a huge 
cemetery of collapsed buildings, with thousands of “collateral” victims and a forced 
evacuation of more than a million people who were crowded into improvised 
camps in the part of the strip that borders Egypt. The continuity of the campaign 
to destroy the southern half of the enclave to achieve all objectives is currently 
underway. 

Operations of such organizational and technical complexity seem to com-
pletely escape the framework drawn by the psychobiological roots that promote 
the ignition and maintenance of conflicts. It can be accepted, perhaps, that these 
primary vectors serve for the analysis of occasional clashes between gangs, 
bands, or cartels, but in conflicts where military forces made up of enormous 
contingents of personnel and military resources, with highly trained skills and 
plenty of technological supplies, the analytical periscopes must be directed 
towards other, more decisive ingredients. That is obviously true, but this does 
not imply that the primary vectors summarized in the previous section should be 
ignored. 

One example will suffice to emphasize the relevance of these factors in sophis-
ticated battles. The “surprise” factor can serve to this purpose. The ability to at-
tack “by surprise” is an element that confers an indisputable advantage both in 
the simplest confrontations and in the most complex and large-scale operations 
(von Clausewitz, 1832). It is an advantageous ingredient that stealthy animal 
troops take advantage of in their deadly attacks against unsuspecting individuals 
or groups in the vicinity (Wrangham, 1999; Glowacki et al., 2020). And the un-
expected “raid” is the most common form of combat between bands and tribes 
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that still survive, today, in remote and hard to access places on the planet, main-
taining ancestral ways of life with rudimentary pre-Neolithic technology (Chag-
non, 1988; Glowacki & Wrangham, 2014; Glowacki et al., 2016). Systematic com-
parisons between these assault strategies in animals and in primitive humans 
unveiled multiple concomitances (Wrangham & Glowacki, 2012). 

The swift deadly operation by Hamas assault groups, that day of October 
2023, had the ingredients of a primitive and highly destructive “raid”. It was 
prepared with extreme stealth, it started by clouding the sophisticated tracking 
systems of the Israeli forces that relentlessly monitor the borders of the enclave 
and attacking commandos were launched that took advantage of open gaps in 
the walls and fences, with the combined action of explosives, excavators, and 
tractors, as well as fishing boats that reached the adjacent beaches. These com-
mandos attacked the Israeli surveillance and containment outposts along the 
Gaza border, making their way to nearby towns, villages, and camps where, once 
the defenses were defeated and resistances subdued, they dedicated themselves 
to arresting and kidnapping many hostages to be used as loot and spearhead of 
Hamas’s political action, during the vengeful retaliation by the Israeli side that 
would predictably follow. The entire operation took place in just over twelve hours 
and took advantage of negligence motivated by the (sought) coincidence with an 
Israeli holiday along with the arrogance (or disdain, perhaps) of assuming that 
an assault of that magnitude exceeded the capabilities of Palestinian militia. The 
massive Israeli response dispensed, without inconveniences, with the surprise fac-
tor thanks to the enormous superiority and warlike capacity of its armed forces 
and the cohesive regrouping of civilian population that an attack of these cha-
racteristics usually entails (Georges & Ayoub, 2024). 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine, in February 2022, also gave up the element 
of surprise. In fact, the enormous preparations for the invasion were trumpeted 
with loud and proud insistence, although they were met with general disbelief in 
the West (it was thought that the imposing maneuvers in several areas of Ukraine 
border were due to the fallacious threat of a Russian bluff), which only the Brit-
ish and North American intelligence services tried to counteract, with no suc-
cess, reiterating that the invasion was imminent. In fact, the Russian campaign 
in Ukraine, although it was inaugurated with a powerful deployment of ground 
forces with their imposing convoys of heavy weapons, which entered Ukraine by 
several and distant fronts, also had an initial lightning raid that sought the take-
over of the government, in Kiev, in a surprise assault. That operation was launched 
from a military airport near the capital, in Hostomel, which had been captured 
by Russian airborne forces in the first hours of the invasion. This attempted as-
sault on the core of Ukrainian governorate in the center of Kiev was aborted, how-
ever, by the defenses arranged around the capital, as well as at crossroads and key 
points, which were prepared and well-organized thanks to reliable information 
from Western intelligence. For a few days, however, the fate of the capital was in 
suspense and Western powers even offered an emergency air rescue to the Ukrai-

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2024.157063


A. Tobeña 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2024.157063 1077 Psychology 
 

nian leadership to leave the country, an escape route that was rejected. The siege 
and capture of Kiev failed and after months of fierce fighting in the nearby re-
gion and in the province of Kharkiv, with many casualties and material losses, 
the Russian forces withdrew towards the east to gain strength in the vicinity of 
Donbas. On the southern front their progress was more notable and assured 
Russia the control of a wide coastal corridor in the vicinity of the Black Sea, thus 
guaranteeing land access to Crimea (Matthews, 2023). 

The coincidence, in current war scenarios, of combative tactics that refer to 
rudimentary assault procedures together with vast war campaigns of great com-
plexity, serves to remind us that there are multiple types of war and that differ-
ent modalities can be activated depending on resources and needs of the mo-
ment. 

If instead of placing the focus on war tactics and trained commandos willing 
to face very risky assaults, we put it on the attributes of leadership or the direc-
tion of war effort, in both conflicts, we also come across ingredients to link them 
with the primary vectors indicated in the previous section. The tight leadership 
exercised by Vladimir Putin was considered, practically unanimously, in the West, 
as the decisive element to explain the beginning of the difficult, costly, and event-
ful Ukrainian adventure (de Mesquita & Siverson, 1995; Debs & Goemans, 2010). 
Suddenly, all periscopes focused on the vision, ambition, and personality of the 
top Russian leader, as well as on the network of close allies that he had created, over 
decades, to guarantee the loyalty of an all-powerful clique of faithful who rule, 
with an iron fist, the destinies of one of the great world powers (Belton, 2020; 
Nye, 2022). There will be time to ponder the fiascos of some forecasts advanced 
by famous political scientists, who rushed to foresee a quick and definitive defeat 
of Russian military forces with the resounding fall of the leader and the subse-
quent dismantling of Putin regime (Fukuyama, 2022). Perhaps by not consider-
ing the extent to which the influence of propaganda and indoctrination from 
multiple resources of Putin’s autocracy had infiltrated the citizenry of all of Rus-
sia (Krishnarajan & Tolstrup, 2023). 

The influence of the very strong leadership and control exercised by Hamas 
leadership to the point of planning and carrying out adventures such as the 
deadly raid on Israel, in October 2023, does not seem minor. Such attack con-
veyed a highly probable vengeful retribution in the form of an annihilating pu-
nishment, not only for the direct protagonists of the assault, but for the bulk of 
Hamas armed units and the entire organizational structure. On the other hand, 
the breadth and toughness of Israeli retaliation denotes the decisive influence of 
Benjamin Netanyahu leadership and his political allies from extremist Zionism, 
with their policies of contempt, exclusion, and systematic subjugation of Pales-
tinian citizens, in Israel or the West Bank, to make them subsidiary and irrele-
vant. Even from highly respected positions in current historiography, emphasis 
has once again been placed on the need to consider the peculiar personalities of 
highly influential leaders, to offer more encompassing explanatory panoramas of 
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past or current confrontations (Kershaw, 2022).  
In conclusion, within ongoing sophisticated wars, there are ingredients related 

to the primary psychobiological roots of competitive contests that still play a re-
levant role. They may not only complement the analyses required by the complex 
variety of factors on current wars, but open fruitful research paths to improve 
the understanding of them. 

4. Peace Systems 

Although most data confirm the recurrence of human bellicosity and the omni-
presence of lethal conflicts in all societies, Evolutionary Biology has provided a 
flow of findings that also emphasize the tolerance and conciliatory capacities of 
humans (Fry, 2012; Moffett, 2019). Perhaps to mitigate, in some way, the gloomy 
panorama that is usually linked to biological approaches to the human condition, 
with rather spurious foundations (Glowacki, 2024). 

In ancestral societies, the existence of “regulations” to promote conciliation 
and maintain peaceful coexistence between neighboring communities has been 
confirmed (Fry, 2012; Moffett, 2019). Indications of the existence of “peace sys-
tems” have been found in Australian, Malaysian, or Amazonian aborigines, and 
in Canadian and North American Eskimos. The majority had institutionalized 
Councils or Leagues of Seniors that oversaw the dealing with disagreements or 
litigations, without letting them escalate and trying to avoid the option of lethal 
conflict. There are records of burials with a complete absence of massacres caused 
by serious confrontations, over several centuries. The ingredients of these “peace 
systems” in these “tolerant” societies are the following: 
• They have a recognizable, supra-tribal, community identity framework. 
• Neighboring communities maintain multiple interactions. 
• There is considerable economic interdependence between them. 
• They cultivate values associated with peace and coexistence. 
• They celebrate joint ceremonies and have symbols and rituals linked to main-

taining peace. 
• The management of neighborhood conflicts is in the hands of Councils or 

Senior Leagues. 
• There are supra-community government systems. 

Although periods without war are sometimes very long and span several gen-
erations, they are parentheses that punctuate the intervals between conflicts. In 
all the studied cases, when the record of archaeological data has gone further and 
long series of periods have been obtained that included natural disasters or great 
migrations, the war returned with renewed vigor to those tolerant and peaceful 
peoples. 

But the human disposition to docility and tolerance towards strangers and to 
maintain beneficial interactions with them is undeniable and there are even 
proposals to refer it to the remote legacy left in our lineage by bonobos, the other 
most direct and closest animal relative, along with chimpanzees. Bonobos know 
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how to show notorious affiliative behaviors with neighboring troops, unlike the 
bellicose and “xenophobic” chimpanzees. Although aggressive and harmful con-
frontations among bonobos occur frequently, during interactions between differ-
ent communities they never indulge in campaigns of attacks, lethal ambushes and 
systematic exterminations of neighbors practiced by chimpanzees (Cheng et al., 
2021; Samuni et al., 2016; Moscovice et al., 2022; Mouginot et al., 2024). 

Glowacki (2022) placed between about 80,000 - 100,000 years ago, the dawn of 
the network of protoinstitutions sponsoring punitive and conciliatory norms that 
allowed stable peace systems to be erected between neighboring human communi-
ties. There has been enough time, therefore, to establish all kinds of improvements, 
consolidating the strong human prosocial tendencies, although the threat of con-
frontation has not been eliminated. The contemporary example that has been post-
ulated as a paragon of those long ancestral parentheses of stable peaceful coexis-
tence is the European Union (Fry, 2012). In the criteria listed above, United Eu-
rope not only passes, but obtains optimal scores. It should be noted, however, that 
these outstanding estimates for the Union were made before the seeds of disinte-
gration left by the economic recession of the second decade of this century. Ten-
sions that were on the verge of destroying the common currency and the entire in-
stitution, and that ended, in Brexit, with the departure of the United Kingdom 
(the most decisive partner, in terms of war capacity), and with secessionist fric-
tions that persist. Many of the notable indices that the European Union obtained 
in the afore-mentioned pacifying ingredients—rising supra-national identity, 
robustness of the common currency, increase in internal cohesion, and prestige of 
the common governance institutions—experienced an ostensible decline that has 
not been countered yet. 

Aside from the weaknesses and hesitations of the European Union, those pa-
negyrics of the “peace systems” which it appears as a paradigm to emulate, in-
sisted that the primary criterion was the absence of war conflicts within it in a 
region where war to the point of devastation or extermination had been common, 
for centuries. It is of course appropriate to highlight this long period of coexis-
tence and beneficial cooperation between European nations, although such a 
celebration should not support the idea that the Union represents the crystalliza-
tion of a peaceful society. It is not: apart from having members with a powerful 
nuclear arsenal and world-class armies, the Union is one of the branches of the 
dominant military alliance in the world, NATO. In recent decades, moreover, the 
armed forces of European states have intervened directly or indirectly in Libya, 
Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Ukraine, Eritrea, Yemen, and many other places, some-
times decisively. The dissensions and disparate interests of various European coun-
tries contributed, in fact, to the penultimate major carnage on the subcontinent: 
the Balkan Wars of the end of the previous century. Propagating the notion, 
therefore, of the European Union as a paradigm of pacifism is a mistake. If 
we add to this that the incipient germination of supranational identities (i.e.: 
pan-European, identification with all of humanity) barely manages to mitigate 
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the apprehensions that some Europeans feel towards their fellow allies (Hamer 
et al., 2017; Bai et al., 2021), there are no reasons for overflowing optimism. 

5. Conclusion: Paths towards a Global Effective Leviathan 

Fraternity, cooperation, and coexistence among humans continue to prioritize 
the closest nuclei of communal affiliation (family, clique, neighborhood, team, 
party, company, country), and hence, internal conflicts, civil strife, or international 
confrontations, of small or large scale, are always a nearby menace. The immense 
improvements in surveillance, deterrence, and sanction technologies, as well as 
the progressive assumption of moral norms and modes of conduct less prone to 
the use of violence, in the resolution of conflicts, fulfill a preventive function with 
undeniable achievements in most scenarios (Pinker, 2011, 2018). There is much 
data that supports this reality, and it is even possible that these peaceful, frater-
nal, and benign tendencies will continue to strengthen themselves through the in-
crease of so-called “moral cosmopolitanism” (Waytz et al., 2019; De Dreu et al., 
2023; Romano et al., 2024). But all this has not managed to banish or dampen 
down the prospects of further inter-group lethal confrontations. 

Identity feelings of global reach are increasingly emerging and are reflected in 
international institutions or humanitarian NGOs with general implementation 
and in movements animated by planetary concerns such as environmentalism. 
Today, we live, for example, a phenomenon that has become part of the land-
scape: mass tourism. People from very different places, customs, languages, gov-
ernment systems, political ideas, religious beliefs and varied clothing and habits 
travel all over the planet, enduring inconveniences, long lines and the occasional 
annoyances, without generating serious conflicts with natives or with the rest of 
travelers, but quite the opposite, seeking commerce, complicity and affable sym-
pathy. And they know how to do it, even, on occasion of major sports competi-
tions where rivalries and friction can be very accentuated. 

If these citizens of such diverse origins can coexist peacefully, why do their 
governments fail to do so? That is the primary question that leads to an un-
avoidable and unending perplexity. Since, if this plain and direct solution of ge-
neralized coexistence and harmony (De Dreu et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2023), does 
not offer a viable horizon yet, some very powerful reasons should explain it. It hap-
pens that the strong human prosocial attributes lead to the formation of groups 
that compete not only for economic benefits, privilege, and good living, but also 
for primacy, dominance, recognition, and lasting influence over others (Moffett, 
2019; Wrangham, 2021; De Dreu et al., 2022). 

Frictions among state governments with their complex machineries, depart-
ments and agencies are just one example of that type of intergroup competition 
that is not regulated, for the moment, by a globally recognized justice system with 
the capacity for effective coercion. The planetary Leviathan does not exist (John-
son & Tayer, 2016; Glowacki, 2024). There is no such thing in the world, although 
there are “global quasi-leviathans” to regulate commercial and sporting compe-
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tition, with a notable degree of coercive power and with due respect for their 
sanctions (more pronounced in the second area than in the first). But equivalent 
institutions have not materialized to resolve interstate conflicts over primacy, 
dominion, or territory. That is, institutions equipped with sufficient capabilities 
to act forcefully and effectively. Hence, competition is constantly renewed on all 
fronts and the temptation of lethal conflicts on a local, regional, or global scale 
always remains alive. 

The perspective adopted in this review by combining both a psychobiological 
approach to mediating factors on highly competitive coalitions together with the 
fine-grained technical and strategic analysis required by sophisticated military 
confrontations will hopefully open new research avenues that might result in im-
provements within systems dedicated to sustaining and maintaining peace.  
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