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3 coirﬁn'unis_n'x m&:re’ broadly defined. 1|1
mi tempt & clumsy summary, Metz:
. ger is trying to shoj that the “radical”
wing ‘within. the Confuctan _tradition,
which had been tofa by anguish for so
long, found that the comirig of the West
reawakened a “itraditional. zeal for total

|

To the Editors: ' .

In what a contemporary scholar of the six-
teenth century characterized as one of the

st Curi episodes of European intellec-
! —h&';v;“y,% most learned figures of
Christendom’s t pawerful nation gathcred
at Valladolid, Spain, in 1550 10 debate and
“sit in judgment on the moot uestion of
whether ‘the Indisns of the New World were
“Dirty Dogs'* or *‘Noble Savages.”' Even at
the time, the issue was somewhat academic,
since the Contact Era had already obliterated
many of the indigenous cullures. Furihes-
s more, the practical representatives ol Euro-
pean civilization in the Americas were con-
ducfing their business as usuzl among the
native remnants, with little regard for the
sophisticated musings of the scholars and
monks in the Old World,

Needless to say, the Arztecs and thar sur-
viving representatives (igured heawvily in thu
intellectual post-mortem on the moral pro-
pensities of the New World Indians. What
stirred and perplexed the debalors was the
magnificence of Aztec cultural achievements,
which Cortés himself put or a par wih
Spain‘s. A rationale (or the Jestruction of
such a tuliure and a legiimuzanoen for oo
lomial tule was sorely needed. This was soon
provided by the liberal wing of Western
scholarship which admitted that, since the
Aztecs were indeed idolalors, cannibals. and
sodomisls, their conquest was justified. Yet
al the same time. as Las Casas, the Aztecy’
“*defender,” put i1, they were ¢qual in poten-
tin) intetlectual and spiritual achievement to
any Eutop and therefore they gaukd be
guided along the path of salvation at the
hands &f Christian emissaries Thus, what
had bech done and what was to be done was
clearly walled for. and the :ollective con.
science bf Christianity could rest at ease n
rencctidn on this first Latin rendition of the
**White Man's Burden.**

Thc presenl  controversy between Harner
and Hayris, on one side, and Sahlins® and yet
unknown supporters, on the other, is a direct
descendant of this great debate. Each camp
views (he Aziecs in much the same opposing
fashion| as their sixteenth-century  prede-
cessors| To Harris we are all "*dogs’” in some
sense, since our culture responds 1o environ-
mental and biologica! strictures. Harris would
have ug believe that a cutture marches on its
stomach, while Sahlins has a more noble view
of human nature. In the context of the Azec
! riddle of human sgerifice, this means that for
Harris the Aztecs resorted to man-eating for
their hgman oeeds, while Sahlins suggests the
act wag a response to spiritupl oues, I jt can
be calidd such, one of the fe¥e bright spots in

‘Lewis (Hanke, Al Mankimi Is One (Not-
i therni Lifnois Press, 1974). -
3 in Harris, Connibals ond Kings (Ran-
dom House, 1977); and Michael Harver,

“The Enigma of Anme Sarifice,” MNatwral

' analpits lof. Maoism of of Chinese

there is a ‘‘rising sense of impending
splution.” The Chinese have logg been
. used to appalling misery and crisis in
their country, and hence can drdw on a
tradition” that “‘defined moral; action
precisely as...coping with almpst un-
bearable disasters,” If, Metzget points
out in conclusion, the hopes are dashed,

Cannibalism: An Exchange |

the history of the cannibal complex' has been
the voluntary willingness of the intetloctuals
of al} cras to come forward to defend and abd-
solve the man-eaters of their deeds. In our
age, instead of learnod monks with their
mastery of Canon Law add Aristotefian logic.
we encounter instead media professocs refer.
ring to caloric tables anid structural podels to

spest of time and “soci
" not{sjt fidily within the sphere, of conser-

‘weltwalchand wander. . ©° |

) cianism, therefore, !?math as

a liyjng force for Metzger acrost a 'wide
‘ it does

vatism bnce we sed its radical potential, |-
snd in the hands of major current:
thinker} it is certainly neither farce nor -

fraud.

i
t 1
'

's

ing one of the most h'ukf{nown( facts bearing
on the dnlire problem, viz. the iiterature con-
wains na firsthand description of Aztec can-
nibalisry nos any native admission o having
practiced the deed. Consequently, it i not
overly difficult, as Sahline 30 cloquently
demonstrated in his review, 10 undermine
Harvis's vulgar propositions about Artec
cullure. Among other things, Harris faited to
mention| that by all accounts the inhabitants

explain away cannibalism. In theif respective
times, liberal-minded scholars tave taken
upon themsetves the responsibility of defend-

ing the savage mind and body without giving
the mastter of the cvidcnee'on this putportied
phenomenoa even the minimal corisideration.

This stage I the process is avoided, for o
dians without souls 10 be saved lor bizarre
customs to be interpreted would be of little

vilue to cither missionaries or anthro-

pologists. For this reason, when, & comes 19
such

“Culture -as. Proten and! Profit,”
York Review of Books, Novemb

Historl (1977,-Yok: 76, pp. €7-51); Marshall
e : \

epre ives of both groups
are often found taking the same position vis-

tives !
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of the Aztec capital starved to death by the
thousands during the Spanish siege which
would be a rather strange response for those
who were supposed o survive on human
flesh as part of their daily diet. Yet Sahfins
was nof content to merely dismiss Harris's
excesses, possibly because the task was not
challenging enough, and he revived the no-
tion thdt the Aztecs were really only ritual
cannibsls. Although a more modest idea, this
position, cannot be substantiated with any
degree of certainty, cither. The accounts of
Coxtés, [Alvorado, and Diaz,® who were on
2

u!d the originality" )
evEn reluctantly—in new di

event, Indeed Tapia,* h
quistadors, polnts out that t
had their suspicions mbout the $panlardsiqy
this very score, but the losers: are rarely

mitied to write the official Bistory ‘of b
defeat, 50 we hear littie further &bout this,

AL

he lack of documentation In these pri-

mary works meant the Axtecs were {ashiohed
into hardened cannibials by the next geréra.
tion of ethnohistorians, who in the main were
ntissionaries to the New World and shared a8 | -
very dismal view of the traditionsl nafive “
culture. The twa major figures in interpreting | l
pre~onquesl  Aztec  culture and  socidly,
decades after the onset of colonial rule, were
Duran and Sahagin. The former was of ‘the |
opinion Lhat, if the Aztecs were to find God, !
the remaining roots of théir culture would |
have to be ""torn out,” intluding “that which
smacks of their encestral religion.' He Hso :
subscribed 1o the lost-tribe Lheory of hisfory i
and wrote, "I cannot help but believe that |
these Indians are the children of [sracl.’” Asa
result, he spent @ portion of his time search- -,
ing for a Bible in his travels throughout the
countryside. Interspersed among his commen-
1ary, he referred in only the most vague man-
ner to the fact that among their many sing
the Aztecs were alsa formerly cannibals, but
provided no evidence for such statements.’

Sahagin, the' other highly touted schofar
for the era, suffered from fewer delusions, !
but shared his colleague’s gencral orientation :
toward Artec culiure. Despite his other at-
ttibutes, which were many, objectivity was
not among them. Among other things, he be- ‘
lieved that the Aztecs earned their destruction }
for failing 10 immediately abandon their{re- !
tigion, and he held most of their o(;hcr
achicvemenys in tiwle regard. Furthermore, |
his manuscripts were subjected Lo the scrutiny
and censorship of the office of the Inguisi-
non, a process which could add little 10 the .
objective nature of the final outcome. TH‘esc
remarks are not meant to sabotags the tna
terial contained on cannibalism, for it is as
tounding, in terms of the contemporary re-;
lance placed on the Floreniine Codex, that’
there is litthe reference to cannibalism per sef*

The information in the thirteen volumes
collected from informants by Sszhagdn’s
wained Christian  assistants contains . only

{ragmentary references (opman-ea:‘mg. Therei -

A

A

By v

(Norton, 1962); Pedro de Alvarado, “Two
Letiers of Pedro de Alvlug:lo" in The Con- .
quistadors, edited by Patricia de Fuentes
(Orion Press, 1963); Bernard Diaz  del
Castillo, The Discovery and Conques() of

Mexico (Octagon Books, 1973).

‘Andres de Tapla, ““The Chronicle of Andres
de Tapia,” in The Congquistadors, edited by
Patricia de Puentes (Orion Press, 1963).
Fray Diego Durin, The Aztecs (Orfon Press,
1964);, and Book of the Gods and-Rites, and
the Ancient Calendar (University | of
Oklahorna Press, 1971).
“Fray Bernardind de Sahagin, Floredfin
- Codex; General History affhe'i Thlnq
Spein(Untversity of Utah Pregs, 19

of
975).
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“"W.H. Prescott,

.reledw belmvdwasonce sow . In

tequnitiog of lhus ‘paucity of emdbnoe,
Harner, who first, propased . the' protein-
deficien , dismissed , this' problem

with [the notlon that the  Aztecs took this '
aspect of their ‘behavior for granted, and |

. failed to dwell on it- Thus, in a peculiar in-

version of the scholarly method, the lack of |
évidence on a phenomenon, is assumed to,
substantidte its existence. ) .

i )

were not cannfbals, but do .
t we do not possess the ev:denoe 1o
lude xhcy were cither ritual or protein an-
thrdpop heless, the Aztecs have
come down 10 us today as man-eaters pan ex-
cellence, so that 300 years later . Prescott
coujd write of elegant dinners among the no-
biljty, garnished :with human .flesh, and in
our time a contemporary textbook author de-
scribes mass cannilbalislic orgies at the base
of the pyramids.’ .
A full g;tplamuon for this curious anti-

i and deb ‘of Aztec
cmhuuon |s beyond the scope of this com-
munication, except to sugges{ that our cul-
ture, including its anthropolegists and his
torians, has felt the need to treate and
recreate savagery in its most gruesome form
by talling into existence man-eaters at the
fringes of our tim¢ and space. | conclude
with, anothet little-known piece of informa-

. tion. From what [ can gathet from an exten-

sive review of the literature, every human
culiure, sub-culture, religion, cult and sect,
including our own, has been fabeled cannibal-
istic at one time or anotheg, by somecne. Yet
no one has ever observed this purported cul-
tural universal. This should give *pause to
consider whether we are dealing with his-
1orical réality or an extremely- satisfactory

* myth,

W, Arens

State University of New Yotk
Stony Brook, New York

The Congquest of Mexico
i(J.M. Dent & Sons, 1909); R. Pearson, In-
" troduction to Anthropology (Hoh Rinchart
and Winston, 1974).

Marshail Sahlins replies:

Mr. Areiis contends thal “‘the literature con-
tains no firsthand: description of Aztec can-
nibalisin nor any n@ive ddmission to having
pricuced the deéél ... The xcounu of Cor-
tés, Alvorauo Isic), and Diaz, who were on
the scene, presuppose and allude to the idea
lhal thc Aztecs were cannibals, but their

. '
|
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- observed

no descnpnon of the
event.'
Such, he_ says, are "Imlb—known" facts.
Anolhcr *“little-known, piece bf information,”
ed from his “‘el review of the
l.itehlun:,"'is that although every human
society ai pne time or another has been ‘ac-
. cused of- qnnmbalism. ‘““no one. has ever
his purported cultural universal.”
(1 assume fby this last Arerls means no one
has obserqu A single ins! of cannibalism,

jaside well-known

universal, Alse, 1 will leave
i ges of hunger in Western
socwty. such as the Donnm{ party or the re-
. cent, case among mmvor* of an mplane
crash in the southern Andes.),

Thm assertions sb entail one another that
a few strategic éxamples, such as the descrip-
“tions of ‘cannibaliym among the Aztecs and

. other Indjans that actually appear in. ‘thé

Spanish chronicles, will bring down: the jot.
. For instance, Diagf writes of evenls wittfessed
. en route to Mexica City in st' *Every day

ycri B, four or five
ffered. 1o ‘the ;
the‘w:lls
3 ;f, the victims
s in oyr- country

¢ remarks obviously Fo nat prove -

: rathcrmmdmnoonehurmobserved the

4

-~ in the form of threats|

. Unashamed statementy

. because ‘we do not kng
" the man eating a H

;. ["Thissp

4. |day, -Doran, -1944), P|
. followmz ant’ ioh: G

ate of
eir Iny ies, fallen o the
dunngnhe siege ‘of fthe capital. Diaz
at compdmom hepr thg "dlsrnal drum*’
oftthe| g itzil i
8

eat wlemple of the Clty.

1lhe Aztecs]: had ured when * they
féated Coglés weré being. carried by
orce up the steps, and they were taking
them to, be sacrificed| . . with stone kaives
they sawed open their chésts and drew
out their palpitating hearts and offered
them to the idols ukt were there, and
khey kicked the bodjes down the steps,
and Indian butchers who were waiting
below cut off the arms and feet and
flayed the skin off the faces, and
prepared it afterwards like glove leather
" lwith the beards on, jand kept those for.
ithe festivals  wherg  they celebrated
drunken orgies, and {he flesh they ate in '
ichilmole. 1n the samq way they sacrificed _
iall the others and atk the arms and legs
‘and offered the hcarﬁs and bload to their
idols, as I have said.. |.
It should also be poted that we were
not far away from fhem, yet we cohid
render them no help. .. ;
Then at the moment that they were
making the sacrifices| great squadrons of
Mexicans (i.c., Aziec] fell on us sudden-
ly.... !
Then the words angd threats which li\cy
said (o our friends the Tlaxcalans [Indian
allies of the Spanist]) were so injurious
and evil that they digheartened them [the
Tlaxcalans}, and they threw them roasted
“legs of Indians and the arms of our
1soldiers and cried tq them: “*Eat of the
flesh of these Teules &"goddmagcs," ie
the Spanish) and of your brothiers, for

we are already glutted with it N
b

As for the Indians’
lism in this

"édfmission" of can-

Diaz's n-

12ins & number of furjher examples, whet

of the dcsuny in store
fessions of the practif
renounce it - (pp. 17

lg ll‘llq Spanish enemy
for them (p. 129), con-
te and/or promises to
B, [8+-182," 209), or
of ifact: “Pedso de

Alvarado said that he folind most of the

bodies without arms of
told by some Indians
fied off to be eaten™ (

the notices of cannibplism—of
are more than two do3
of Sahagin .and Dufén were
Aztec informants, theje are 5b

“‘admissions."’

j lncldemally. Arens

legs, and that he was
hat they had been car-
p. 85). Of ¢ u'rsc, since
hich there
ten—in the [later works

ken from

ny further

says 1hax' Sahagin's

Codex. **
lusttqlions depicting
figenous culture, but
pannibalism, which wé
pnce. s6 prevalent.”

human head boils awg
ring in picture 31,
m‘the Florenting o4

ins, hundreds of il-
farious aspects of in-
hot one indicates Aztec
are led to believe was
Ihis may be true only
w the tribal identity of
uthan _thigh, . while a
y.in a nea:by pot, ap-
Book IV in the edition
lex cited by Arens (see

ying ill

on page 47).’

IConquest of Mexica
Gn'oux,l956).p 102.

tOp. cn.,pp 436—437
was also

'Bernal Diaz el -Castillo, The Dicovery and

(Farrar, Straus and

1
g

Vallnm in The Atieg

d by Geor '3
(s o[ Mexico (Doubld«
late’ 61, along with the
eremonial carinibalism.

23 uk n plw
o before

g from the: .
“We all looked
ards “ the lofty Cue llemplc]."_ Diaz re-:
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fro;nlcyeﬁtn& pott carlie ropean
visitors.” These include. accounts feom:
voyage of the Astrolabe (1838), thejUS

! 10 "be
J-"g‘en’cmlly‘ t men.
tic report. Jis ‘common:
for éxample, for'fhe same reas
D that Captain Cook’s: peo-

‘eat them. So both| the Europeans
ages” feared the others were

| but' on . opposite] grounds: the
Europ! b they believed . the
“'savages{| were something less than"mzn; the
“savages']| because they took| the Europeans
for gods—Hthus posing the qubstion, as Lévi-
Strauss sa$s in an analogous context, >f who
did more ¢redit to the human rage.

Actually, lh‘e kedebasement’’ (Arens's term)
suffered by the [Aztecs in European literature
was congequent - on the notoriety of their
‘human sperifices, nol their' cannibalism as
such, which, as Mr. “Harris observss, has
“been fairly ignored for centurles. One possi-
ble reasop for Ehe neglect is that there were
much better exfimples of cannibals still exiant
in South Amgrica, Africa, Soqutheast Asia,

ploring- Expediiion (i840), amd from! the
issionary-ethnographer ]ohn‘HunlE (1840).
ative of'

Erskine also -prints -in full the
John Jackson, a n resident in Fiji {rom
1840 to 1843, which contains three | detailed
desctiptions of cannibal feasts (pp. 411-477).
1 experpi from one: |

:..as [ had scen so much of their dark .
ways, and knew that my absence or
presence would not affect their pro-
_ceedings, 1 thought 1 would witness all |
could, till 1 saw an opportunity of get-
ting off the islands.... The [three}
bodics, which were painted up with ver-
million and soot, were carefully handed
out, and placed on the road, or rather
square, between the king's house and the
bure [temple].... At last they hauled
them up (o a -place that was uscd pur-
posely for the dressing, cooking, and -
cating of human flesh. ... The king beiny
very impatient 1o begin, and not choos-
ing to wail till it was properly*prepared,
Alold the buichér just 10 stice off the end

and- the 'Pacific islands. It is unfortunate that
Arens’s “extensive review of the literature”
did not' get this far. He would have found
not only unimpeachable testimony of can-
nibal practice, but some reference 10 (he
skepliciﬁm these descriptions often occasioned
in Europe. Mr. Arens writes in a good Western
tradition: cannibalism is so unthinkable in
Europé that there were no laws against it
through the turn of the twentiethcentury.' .

Cadmin Cook encountered the same skep-
ticism: when he reported cannibalism among
the Maoris of New Zealand In the account of
his first voyage to the Pacific. So on his sec-
ond visit, he made doubly sure:

some of the officers went on shore to

ampse - themselves among  the Natives

where they saw the head and bowels of a

youth who had lately been killed, the

it was stuck upon a forked stick and

fixed to the head of their largest Canoe,

the ‘gentlemen brought the head on board

_ with them, [ was on shore at this time

buj soomafter returned on board when 1
{ informed of the above ci :
found the quarter deck crowded
with the Natives. 1 now saw the mangled
hehd...a picce of the flesh had been
brpiled and cat by one of the Natives'in
zh; preschce of -mast of the officers: The
ight of the head and the relation of the
just joned. struck me
with horror and filled my mind with in-
dignation against these Canibals,
but...being desirous of being an cye
ness to a fact which many, péoplé had

s G

| etiers from: Mexico (Gross|
: see also pp. 188,251, 351, !
e . N el
ﬁ!ﬁmf (Dawsoiis of

U

of the noses, and he would roast them
while he was getting the other parts
ready. The buicher did as he was or-
dered, and handed the three ends of the
ynoses to his majesty, which he grasped
hold of very nimbly, and put on hot
stones lo warm a little, not wishing 10
lose any time. The first he hardly fet
warm through, but while he was cating
il. the second got a linle betier done,
which he quickly demolished.... The
flesh wis then put into this "lovo”
(oven), §nd when cooked, which was not
till the fnext moming.‘ shared out ac
cording Ao rank, distinctiop, etc. 1 saw
that the king, priest, orator, and butch-
er, had by ‘no means a scaniy sharc.
other chiefs getling no more than aboul
a pound each, of which they would cat
very sparingly. inviting their most in-
timate acquainiance 10 have a taste....
Several invited me to partake of their
small allowance, Znd all were equally
surprised...at my rcfusal. {Pages 425-,
428; see also pages 437-438, 454-455.

The cariier Fijian journal of William
Lockerby (1808-1809) describes several like
scenes, during one of which, “'After 1 had
been almost four days without food 1 was of-
fered a part of 2 man's leg.”* On another oc-
casion, Lockerby felt compelled to gather
evidence from a cannibal feast he was wit-
nessing for a certain Mr. Scot, a gentleman

aboard a British ship anchored offshore who

*1.C. Beagithole, ed., The Voyage of the
Resolution and Adventure 1772-1775 (Cam-
- bridge: The University Press for the Hakluyt

Society, 1969), pp. 292-293. The journals of

other members of the ship’s company cor-,
roboraie

Cook's account: lbid, pp.-<293n,

818-819. . -

*john E. Erskine, Journal of @ Cruise among
the Islands of the Western Pocific: (Dawsons
of Pall Mall, 1967, ‘reprinled_fromﬂu 1853
ditiBn), pp- 257 1. o .
'Sir Everard im Thum, The Journal of
William Lockerby™ (The Hakluyt! Society,
1925), p 45. T
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|
“‘Another jras secni cating the last of the fleshi;
frqmthanu:bone."'“ Lo
| One codld easily multiply pxamplés from
%aubli;hed works on Fiji, New Zealand, and
he Marqesas Islands, to mention only the
Polynesiar] cases. If -further evidence of can- .
nibatism i other places’is needed, refererice
might be|made to Ewald

(see especially the photograph,
Plate 24).|' This book is tryly an extensive
review of Yhe literature, world-wide in scope,
covering hfindreds of cases.

Reﬂcclirg on the sml\ of: unwillingness
among Europeans to credit 1h¢ existence of
cannibalistn, Captain Erskine remarks:

The nolion of using the bodies of our
fellow creatures for food is so revolting
1o the (feclings of civilized men, thal
many HBave refused all belief in the
systematic exervise of such a habit, and

disinclination (o give it

the ' general
credencé is often shown by mecting afl
allusion$ to the subject by foohsh jests,
which, fiid they nol express incredulity,
would ¢vince a somewhat discreditable
indifferénce to the custom. !

Bcsidcﬁ; a somewhat discreditable indif-
ference tojeustom, i also takes a considerable
|pdiffcrcnéc 10 the hisigrical and cthno-
graphic sources. AL the same time, Mr. Arens
accuses Mr. Harris, myself, and others of
joining ap anti-intellectual” conspiracy to
lay cannibalism on the natives. Now Arens is
about to publish a book under the imprint of
a famous university press which expounds on

the thesis)of his fetter.'® (1 have seen an ad-
vance cdpy.) 1t all follows a familiar
American| paltern of enterprising social

science journalism:

Profcssbr X puts out somec oulrageous
theory, such ds the Nazis really didn't kill the
Jews, hurpan civilization comes from another
planet, there is no such thing as can-
aibalism. iSince facts are plainly against him,
X's main jprgument consists of the expression,
in the Highest moral tones, of his own
disregard . for ail available evidence to the
contrary.| He rises instcad to the more
elevated dnalytical plane of ad hominem ai-
tack on the authors of the primary sources
and thosd credulous enough 10 believe them.
All this provokes Y and Z to issue a re
joinder, ruch as this one. X now becomes
‘the controversial Professor X' and his
book is {;:specxfully reviewed by non-profes-
sionals th Time, Newsweek, and The New
Yorker. There follow appearances on radio,
TV, andlin the columns of the daily news-
papers.

The effect & to do away with the usual
standards of scholarly value, such as use of

evidence br quality of research, as criteria of
academic| success. Like the marketing of
bijes or h demic research

is submitled to the one characteristic sense of
criticism |left to American society: Caveal
Emptor. | So the publishing decisions of
academic| presses, and ultimately the nature
of scholarly rescarch, are drawn irresistibly

into the prbit of the average common opin- |

dal {

ions of the consuming public. 11" @
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