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WAR OR PEACE? ASSESSING THE RISE OF THE TIWANAKU STATE THROUGH 
PROJECTILE-POINT ANALYSIS 
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A common assumption about warfare is that it 
is a necessary component of state formation 
(e.g. Tilly 1985). However, recent research in 
the southern Titicaca Basin in Bolivia showed 
a lack of inter-group violence and warfare 
during early multi-community polity 
formation, the precursor to state formation 
(Hastorf 2003). This project traced the 
evolution of multi-community polity formation 
in the Taraco Peninsula, Bolivia, before and 
during the rise of the Tiwanaku state through 
the analysis of projectile points recovered by 
the Taraco Archaeological Project. As 
Tiwanaku’s influence rose, the ceremonial 
centres of the Taraco Peninsula declined in 
importance. Did Tiwanaku’s early rise involve 
violent expansion? 

This project used lithic analysis to help 
understand an important transition in the 
southern Titicaca Basin (400 BCE–CE 100) 
that was accompanied by increased agricultural 
intensification, larger population centres and, 
in the northern Titicaca Basin, what is now 
modern day Peru, warfare (Hastorf 2008; 
Stanish & Levine 2011). During this transition, 
the Tiwanaku polity began its rise to regional 
power. In the northern Titicaca Basin, 
evidence of organised conflict and warfare 
appeared around CE 500 during the Middle 
Formative (Stanish & Levine 2011). Until this 
project, there was no clear evidence of 
organised conflict on the Taraco Peninsula in 
the southern Titicaca Basin during the same 
time. Based on evidence of the intensification 
of projectile point production after CE 500 
when hunting was at its most infrequent, 

Giesso (2000) argued that Tiwanaku warfare 
did not begin until after CE 500. According to 
Klink & Aldenderfer (2005), the 4E projectile 
point appeared in Tiwanaku IV period around 
CE 400–500 and was an elite style associated 
with the Tiwanaku. However, from 
excavations carried out by the Taraco 
Archaeological Project, we find that the 4E 
style was present on the Taraco Peninsula at 
the end of the Middle Formative (ca 250 BCE) 
(Table 1). Does this mean that warfare was a 
part of Tiwanaku state formation much earlier 
than previously thought? 

I spent three weeks in Bolivia extensively 
recording the formal variations of the 4E 
projectile point and verifying the chronological 
sequence of the different projectile-point 
styles. I photographed and made detailed 
measurements of all available projectile points. 
A Bolivian archaeology student, Daniel Vera, 
assisted with the analysis. Of the 113 projectile 
points, 24 were of the Tiwanaku style (4E); 
five of the 24 Tiwanaku-style projectile points 
were from contexts with good chronological 
control, out of which three were from the 
Tiwanaku I-III period. Thus, we verified that 
Tiwanaku-style projectile points appeared 
much earlier than previously thought. The 
analysis confirmed that Tiwanaku-style 
projectile points were functionally distinct 
from the contemporaneous concave-base 
projectile points. The Tiwanaku projectile 
points were much more standardised in width 
and also had a narrower range of thicknesses 

Calendar years S. Basin Phasing Basin Phasing 
Greater Titicaca 

Rowe Chronology 

1500–1000 BCE Early Chiripa Early Formative I Initial Period 
1000–800 BCE Middle Chiripa Early Formative II Early Horizon 
800–250 BCE Late Chiripa Middle Formative Early Horizon 

250 BCE–CE 300 Tiw. I Qalasasaya Late Formative I Early Intermediate 
CE 300–475 Tiw. III Qeya Late Formative II Early Intermediate 
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Table 1. Titicaca Basin chronology (after Bandy 2004 and Hastorf 2008). 
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Figure 1. Length, width and thickness of 
Tiwanaku-style projectile points compared with 

other style projectile points. Red: Tiwanaku-
style points; black: all other points. The size of 
the open circles is proportional to thickness. 

(Figure 1). The Tiwanaku projectile points also 
showed more control and skill in manufacture. 
The concave-base projectile points, unlike the 
Tiwanaku-style points, were sometimes 
refashioned into other tools, highlighting the 
more utilitarian nature of these artefacts 
(Figure 2). The traits that make a projectile 
point suited for killing people and not for 
hunting are present in the 4E style. 
Specifically, the projectile point was hafted on 
the stem, which could be to allow the point to 
slip off the shaft more easily during extraction 
from a wound. Projectile points that slip off the 
shaft during extraction would be less suitable 
for hunting (Keeley 2014, 24). Projectile points 
used in warfare generally remain inside the 
body, increasing the chance of infection and 
eventual death. Some of the Tiwanaku 
projectile points also exhibit serration and 
combined with the stemmed- and barbed-form 
of the base, would have been ideal for 
penetrating and remaining in human flesh and 
bone (Figure 3). The traditional 5D style, on 
the other hand, is wider, never serrated and 
more securely hafted, decreasing the chance 
remaining inside the target when one pulls out 
the shaft. 
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