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Foreword

If you are new to this book, I envy you. Reading Margaret Visser for the first time is like biting into a sharp delicious fruit with an uncommon flavour and mind-expanding effects. I’m trying to remember how different – how dull – table manners can seem when you haven’t read The Rituals of Dinner. Maybe you think table manners are something for other people. Faraway people. Not for us those stodgy Downton Abbey rules about fish knives and how to fold a napkin. We do not bother to pause for grace or after-dinner port. There is in modern times, notes Margaret Visser, a ‘shying away from elaboration, a preference for the bare bones of everything’. Since The Rituals of Dinner was first published in 1991, diners have become still more casual. ‘Bowl food’ is a new phenomenon. Increasing numbers of people would now rather spoon up a comforting bowl of something like rice and avocado than bother with the demanding business of a knife and fork. But we are deluding ourselves if we think we eat without ritual. It is just that our rituals constantly change, as Margaret Visser so deftly shows.

This sharply wise book, one of the most important ever written about food, outlines the manifold ways that humans complicate the act of eating. Take McDonald’s. Its diners may not eat off damask tablecloths (indeed, when two British teenagers brought their own cloth, cutlery, plates and candles to a branch of McDonald’s in 2013, they were asked to leave). Yet a fast-food hamburger still comes with ‘carefully observed rituals’, notes Visser, from the ‘fierce regularity’ of the meat patty itself to the rules governing décor and ambiance: ‘The staff wear distinctive garments; menus are always the same, and even placed in the same spot in every outlet in the chain; prices are low and predictable; and the theme of cleanliness is proclaimed and tirelessly reiterated. The company attempts also to play the role of a lovable host, kind and concerned, even parental: it knows that blunt and direct confrontation with a huge faceless corporation makes us suspicious … So it stresses its love of children, its nostalgia for cosy warmth and for the past (cottagy roofs, warm earth tones), or its clean, brisk modernity (glass walls, smooth surfaces, red trim).’

The brilliance of Margaret Visser is to make the everyday exotic and the strange familiar. Visser thinks like an anthropologist – for eighteen years, she taught Classics at York University in Canada – but she writes as directly as a radio broadcaster, which she was. Her thinking about food first came out of her appearances in the 1980s on a Canadian radio show called Morningside, where she would talk about the cultural significance of everyday things like oranges, potatoes and sugar. She originally got invited on the show by telling the producer, ‘You know nothing about Toronto society in the 1980s if you know nothing about Greek mythology.’

Visser’s working assumption in The Rituals of Dinner is that we know nothing about our own strange behaviour at table – our diets and taboos, even our attitude to airline food – if we are ignorant of the ‘systems and codes’ that came before. She shows that many current rituals that we think of as blandly normal are freighted with hidden meaning. Be warned. This book may give you quandaries, such as whether to bring a bottle of wine when invited to dinner. I’d thought it was a nice simple gift – for someone who drinks – but Visser made me see that the wine could be interpreted as ‘lacking in civility’ because it is ‘part-payment for the hospitality about to be given’. In this light, the more generous thing might be to bring nothing and submit wholeheartedly to being a guest. The laws of hospitality, Visser observes, were designed for dealing with strangers entering the home and a guest must never ‘usurp the host’s role’.

At the heart of all table manners, Visser shows, is a fear of violence. ‘We do not get the guests mixed up with the dishes,’ as she puts it. The way we use cutlery – which might seem like a staid and antiquarian question – is ripe with jeopardy. The person who sits next to us holding a knife could stab us at any moment. And so we create elaborate rules to make everyone at the table feel safer. In China, the knife-work is done out of view, in the kitchen, and the food is brought to the table already bite-sized and ready to be eaten with chopsticks. In the West, we dealt with the same problem by inventing the table knife, a utensil which deliberately does a worse job of slicing than other knives. To further lessen our risk of being murdered, we follow taboos on how this hopelessly ineffective knife may be used, such as never using it to cut bread rolls (a French rule) or to cut potatoes (a German one). We must never point a knife at someone else’s face, or put it in our own mouth, lest we create the impression that we are about to spill blood. ‘For this is the theme that underlies all table manners: we may be slicing and chewing; we may have killed or sacrificed to supply our feast; we may be attending to the most “animal” of our needs; but we do so with control, order and regularity, and with a clear understanding of who is who and what is what.’

In one of the most astonishing sections of the book – the first – Visser shows that even cannibals have a sense of ritual and rules about eating in company. If we allow ourselves to think about cannibalism at all, we associate it with brutal anarchy. Yet, Visser writes, ‘as social beings … cannibals must inevitably have manners’. She introduces us to the ancient Fijians, who ate normal meals with their hands, but brought out a special wooden fork with which to eat human flesh (like the fancy dinner plates reserved for our Christmases or Thanksgivings).

Every time I turn to The Rituals of Dinner – and it is one of the most re-readable books on my shelves – I am struck by some fresh detail. You quickly realize you are in the hands of someone with a vast range of reference and, more important, the cool intelligence to make sense of it all. Visser can see the connection between the Chaga tribe, where children are expected to leave a handful of food on their plates for their mothers to share, and North American schoolchildren, forging alliances over swapping treats from their lunchbags (your raisins for my pretzels). Children have been observed in the playground trading one identical cookie for another – a gesture as symbolic as any Aztec feast.

Sometimes, we despair that table manners are a thing of the past. We live in a culture, as Visser sees, that is uniquely obsessed with eating in a hurry. This is a world of microwaves and TV dinners and forkless snacks wolfed down in the car. It’s useful to be reminded by Visser that when eating, ‘we do in fact have standards, which are invisible to us most of the time’. Unlike Victorian ladies, we may not feel that dinner requires off-the-shoulder dresses. But we still – sandwich in hand – make concerted efforts not to spit or dribble or drop crumbs. The fact that middle-class families now eat without servants is itself, Visser maintains, ‘a demanding form of civility’, because it stems from the ideal that we try not to impose ourselves too much on others. Even if we could afford it, few would now feel comfortable about paying others to make the family dinner. Admittedly, we still impose on the farmers who grow our green beans halfway across the world and the chickens who died to make our chicken korma – but this, as Visser says, is ‘another story’. Her genius is to show that table manners are never just about other faraway people; they are about us.

Bee Wilson, February 2017




Introduction to the Second Edition

Table manners maintain and protect taboos and assumptions that seem self-evident within the culture that embraces them. They are rarely discussed, therefore, or even thought about much – until somebody breaks the rules: eats with her mouth open, points at somebody (even at herself) with a knife, spits, grabs other people’s food, or is unacceptably guilty of spills. Then the reactions of eating companions are immediate and strong – either outrage ending in hostility, or disgust, which means withdrawal from and rejection of the offender.

My earlier book, Much Depends on Dinner, is about the history of what we eat and the meanings we ascribe to specific foods. Interest in those and related subjects has expanded with the years; huge numbers of books and articles about food continue to be published. The Rituals of Dinner is about how we eat our meals once we have assured ourselves of a regular food supply. Apart from the usual guides to etiquette (the equivalent, for the topic of manners, of cookbooks for the subject of food), there has been no corresponding outpouring of literature on the subject. This is probably because table manners are easily ignored, or dismissed as merely trivial and boring. We might recall, however, that one of the characteristics of a safely operating taboo is that it remains invisible, beneath discussion, taken for granted.

Yet table manners have a great deal to recommend them as a subject for analysis. To begin with, since they are each culture’s own way to encourage and manage the sharing of food, they are essential for the foundation and survival of every human society without exception. Once we recognize this fact, we may agree that explaining eating rituals is a serious and desirable enterprise. At the same time, the subject of table manners can be inherently entertaining, even hilarious, and for this there are three main reasons.

First, table manners prevent violence from erupting during meals. Since The Rituals of Dinner was published, readers have occasionally objected that they have never even thought of violence at the table, let alone encountered it. Their protestations merely confirm in my mind the omnipresence of the taboo. Hearing about (rather than undergoing) infractions of table manners causes laughter partly because a taboo has been threatened but not actually dismantled: no death, no total breakdown of order has taken place. Second, accounts of punctiliousness about status and battles for it at the dinner table are always comic to some degree. And third, we are frequently surprised and amused by the lengths to which people are prepared to go in pursuit of the dramatic or the proper.

There was no need, when I wrote this book, to cast about for variety or for striking instances: human inventiveness has provided those in abundance. But in an age when millions of facts are available to anyone with access to a computer, what is often missing is the sense that underlies it all. The subject of The Rituals of Dinner is the decision-making that undergirds systems of manners at table: what in each case is underlined, what is precluded, and why. There is a lot in this book about style and art, aspirations and inhibitions, our attitudes towards our bodies, and our cultural differences. For when it comes to eating, the way we do it is not, for many other peoples, ‘the way it’s done’. The eating customs and manners of others, because they reveal taboos that are not our own, are easily found to be interesting in themselves. They also help to make us aware of the taboos that govern our own eating behaviour.

As I did in Much Depends on Dinner, I take the reader of this book through a single meal in the modern European and American tradition; the central portion of the text is thereby given a ‘plot’. The object this time is to explain the ‘staging’ of this dinner and to compare it with dinners in other places and times. I concentrate on its rules and conventions, how it dramatizes the gathering, and the meanings of the performance. Every dinner is different, of course, not only because of varying menus, but also because the food unites around it different people, each with a particular presence and status, and each (in our culture, which is distinctive in its insistence on everybody speaking during meals) helping to create the conversation, the dialogue of the ‘play’. My subject, however, is the rules – the certifiably conventional, the framework so easily discounted and ignored – that allow dinner companions to improvise creatively without enraging others or putting them off their food. It was the history of these rules, together with their strategies and intentions, that I was after.

Table manners exist to maintain and reassure; they are by nature conservative, and themselves change rarely and then only with difficulty. Indeed, the smallest alteration in mealtime conventions is a symptom of significant change in the culture itself. For example, if societies in our day for whom chopsticks are the norm, or where eating with one’s hands is perfectly polite, should start to demand knives and forks, momentous changes will almost certainly have already occurred in their diet and cooking methods. (For instance, meat served in large pieces requires knives, and hot food discourages eating with one’s fingers.) Pressures to ‘modernize’ and globalize would most probably have intervened as well. Further consequences would necessarily ensue – the requirement of a plate for every diner, for instance, with the limiting and separating effects these objects impose upon social interaction. And that would be only the beginning.

In our own culture since this book was first written, individualism has been further reinforced by advances in technology. At the same time, technology, often adopted wholesale and without reflection, has altered and continues to alter our behaviour, forcing our customs to conform to it. Will we all, even in groups, eat increasingly alone then, with each one plugged into his own listening device or conversing on a cellphone with absent others? Will separate portions bought pre-prepared severely reduce mealtime sharing? And what will such behaviour, if it becomes customary, portend? We can see a few looming outlines, but we cannot make out the details; there are certainly no precedents for either scenario. But the speed of technological change should not distract us from thinking about consequences, or from keeping in conscious contact with what is going on at a deep level within ourselves and our society.

The Rituals of Dinner is, in effect, volume two of a single work on the subject of eating – although it can be read quite independently of its companion, Much Depends on Dinner. This second volume, even more specifically than the first, looks at ourselves in the light of our relationship to our food. Its purpose is to help readers understand how table manners work, and to appreciate both their importance and their ability to reveal the underlying assumptions of our – or any other – culture. The need for such knowledge has, if anything, grown since I wrote it.




Introduction

This book is a commentary on the manifold meanings of the rituals of dinner; it is about how we eat, and why we eat as we do. Human beings work hard to supply themselves with food: first we have to find it, cultivate it, hunt it, make long-term plans to transport and store it, and keep struggling to secure regular supplies of it. Next we buy it, carry it home, and keep it until we are ready. Then we prepare it, clean it, skin, chop, cook, and dish it up. Now comes the climax of all our efforts, the easiest part: eating it. And immediately we start to cloak the proceedings with a system of rules. We insist on special places and times for eating, on specific equipment, on stylized decoration, on predictable sequence among the foods eaten, on limitation of movement, and on bodily propriety. In other words, we turn the consumption of food, a biological necessity, into a carefully cultured phenomenon. We use eating as a medium for social relationships: satisfaction of the most individual of needs becomes a means of creating community.

Table manners have a history, ancient and complex: each society has gradually evolved its system, altering its ways sometimes to suit circumstance, but also vigilantly maintaining its customs in order to support its ideals and its aesthetic style, and to buttress its identity. Our own society has made choices in order to arrive at the table manners we now observe. Other people, in other parts of the world today, have rules that are different from ours, and it is important to try to comprehend the reasoning that lies behind what they do if we are to understand what we do and why.

For in spite of the differences, table manners, all things considered, are remarkably similar both historically and the world over. There is a very strong tendency everywhere to prefer cleanliness or consideration for others or the solidarity of the dining group. Ritual emphases on such matters are occasionally highly idiosyncratic. But most rituals with these meanings have a good deal in common, and when people do things differently they usually do them for reasons that are easy to understand and appreciate. Sometimes, for example, festive diners are expected to eat a lot. Feasts are exceptional occasions, and a great deal of work has gone into them: the least a guest can do is show enjoyment. Fasting beforehand may very well be necessary, and exclaiming with pleasure, smacking one’s lips, and so on might be thought both polite and benevolent. Other cultures prefer to stress that food is not everything, and guzzling is disgusting: restraint before the plenty offered is admired, and signifying enjoyment by word or deed is frowned upon. Sometimes it is correct to be silent while eating: food deserves respect and concentration. In other cases one must at all costs talk: we have met not merely to feed, but to commune with fellow human beings. Even though we come down on one side or the other, we can sympathize with the concerns that lie behind the alternative choice of action.

The book is organized neither chronologically nor by culture and geography. I have elected rather to ‘travel’, both in space and in time – to choose examples of behaviour from other places and periods of history wherever they throw light, whether by similarity or by difference, upon our own attitudes, traditions, and peculiarities of behaviour. My aim has been to enrich anyone’s experience of a meal in the European and American tradition, to heighten our awareness and interest on the occasions when we might be invited to share meals in other cultures, and to give the reader some idea of the great range of tradition, significance, and social sophistication which is inherent in the actions performed during the simplest dinner eaten with family or friends.

The two opening chapters deal with basic principles. The first of these considers why it is that every human society without exception obeys eating rules; what ritual is and why we need it at dinner (cannibalism, for instance, is found to conform to strict laws and controls); and the meaning of feasting and sacrifice. The second chapter is about how people the world over teach children table manners, and how our own culture evolved its dinner-time etiquette. We have insisted more and more strictly on bodily control; and we have often used table manners to serve class systems and snobbery.

Chapter Three starts to take us through a meal eaten in company with others: the etiquette of invitations, the laws governing hosts and guests, behaviour on arriving at somebody’s house for dinner, and the seating arrangements. The dinner we are about to share is a sit-down meal with friends, some of them intimate and some only slight acquaintances; the party takes place in the host’s house. Such a meal invariably includes comfort, risk, and significance, complexity, plotting, setting, and dramatic structure enough to supply ample material for a book-length commentary. We necessarily leave out not only the specific menu of our meal, but also the characters and stories of individual guests, their preferences, conversation, and idiosyncrasies – everything that makes each dinner party different from every other. In this book we shall be concerned merely with conventions, where they come from, and what they signify.

‘Dinner Is Served’ in the course of the long central Chapter Four. We watch each other eat a meal, from first bite to leaving the table and then the house for home. In order to understand our manners, we must consider what they might have been and are not. Sitting on chairs round a table to eat is not necessarily ‘the way it’s done’ – why then did we decide to do it? How do people behave who do without chairs? When and why did we stop eating with our hands, what does that decision tell us about our attitude to food, and what difference has it made to our eating behaviour? How do we account for tablecloths, candles, serving spoons, wineglasses, and for ceremonials such as saying grace or toasting? Even though many people may eat formal sit-down dinners rarely or not at all, the fully deployed formal meal remains the paradigm from which other food events borrow their symbols, sequences, and categories. Picnics, airline dinners, cocktail parties, and fast-food breaks are among such variants discussed in the book. They reveal, in the very changes rung or in their choice of quotations from the original, many of our attitudes towards food rituals.

Restaurant meals are an immensely complex subject that I have had, regretfully, to treat only tangentially. For the most part, eating in a restaurant requires the same table manners as those expected at a fairly formal dinner at home. (Readers interested in pursuing the social issues raised by the topic might start with the books by J. Finkelstein, and G. Mars and M. Nicod, listed in the Bibliography.)

The reason why I chose to describe a formal meal is its fullness – it covers the broadest range of activities – and its intricacy. Informality, as the word tells us, presupposes at least some concept of a formal model, and informal behaviour is to be understood in the first place by considering the rules that it disregards, and then seeing what rules it invariably retains.

Chapter Five is a detailed treatment of bodily propriety when eating: control above all of the mouth, but of the rest of the body as well. It is at this point that pollution avoidances during meals are briefly discussed. The final postscript addresses itself to the so-called falling off of manners and ritual in modern Western society; it considers why we are so determined to be casual, and whether we are in fact ruder than we used to be.

The themes of violence and repression necessarily recur in the narrative. Table manners are social agreements; they are devised precisely because violence could so easily erupt at dinner. Eating is aggressive by nature, and the implements required for it could quickly become weapons; table manners are, most basically, a system of taboos designed to ensure that violence remains out of the question. But intimations of greed and rage keep breaking in: many mealtime superstitions, for example, point to the imminent death of one of the guests. Eating is performed by the individual, in his or her most personal interest; eating in company, however, necessarily places the individual face to face with the group. It is the group that insists on table manners; ‘they’ will not accept a refusal to conform. The individual’s ‘personal interest’ lies therefore not only in ensuring his or her bodily survival, but also in pleasing, placating, and not frightening or disgusting the other diners. Edward Lear was extremely sensitive to the relationship between the eccentric individual and ‘them’, the unnamed others:


There was an Old Person of Buda

Whose conduct grew ruder and ruder;

Till at last, with a hammer,

They silenced his clamour,

By smashing that Person of Buda.



He was, ‘they’ will claim later, asking for it. The limerick, lighthearted as it is and hilarious in its finality, nevertheless delivers a sinister warning that is impossible to miss. Manners, and table manners in particular, are no laughing matter. Good manners help make our own lives easier because they set other people at ease. What other people consider to be bad manners – and politeness has everything to do with the perceptions of other people – never escape punishment, sooner or later, from ‘them’.
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1.

Behaving

Table manners are as old as human society itself, the reason being that no human society can exist without them. The active sharing of food – not consuming all of the food we find on the spot, but carrying some back home and then doling it systematically out – is believed, even nowadays, to lie at the root of what makes us different from animals. Birds, dogs, and hyenas carry home food for their young until they are ready to find food for themselves, and chimpanzees may even demand and receive morsels of meat from other adults in their pack. (Chimpanzees apparently exhibit this behaviour only on the occasions when they consume meat; their main, vegetable diet they almost invariably eat where they find it, without sharing.) Only people actively, regularly, and continuously work on the portioning out of their food.

This activity presupposes and probably helped give rise to many basic human characteristics, such as kinship systems (who belongs with whom; which people eat together), language (for discussing food past, present, and future, for planning the acquisition of food, and deciding how to divide it out while preventing fights), technology (how to kill, cut, keep, and carry), and morality (what is a just slice?). The basic need of our stomachs for food continues to supply a good deal of the driving force behind all of human enterprise: we have to hunt for food, fight for it, find it, or sow it and wait for it to be ready; we then have to transport it, and distribute it before it goes rotten. It is in addition easier for us to ingest food chopped, ground, cooked, or left to soften. Civilization itself cannot begin until a food supply is assured. And where food is concerned we can never let up; appetite keeps us at it.

The active sharing out of what we are going to eat is only the beginning. We are ineradicably choosy about our food: preference enters into every mouthful we consume. We play with food, show off with it, revere and disdain it. The main rules about eating are simple: If you do not eat you die; and no matter how large your dinner, you will soon be hungry again. Precisely because we must both eat and keep on eating, human beings have poured enormous effort into making food more than itself, so that it bears manifold meanings beyond its primary purpose of physical nutrition. It becomes an immensely versatile mythic prototype (modern economists, for example, love to assure us that our longing to ‘consume’ goods in general, like our need to eat, is insatiable), an art form, a medium for commercial exchange and social interaction, the source for an intricate panoply of distinguishing marks of class and nationhood. We have to keep eating, so we make eating the occasion for insisting on other things as well – concepts and feelings which are vital for our well-being, but many of them complex, difficult to analyse or understand, and definitely not so easy to concentrate on as food is when we are hungry. Even where actual eating is concerned, bread alone is not enough.

‘Bread’, in western European languages, often means food in general; in our tradition, bread is basic. This is true even in our own day, when people eat far less bread than they used to, and when bread often comes to us from a factory, bleached, squishy, ready-cut (so much for ‘breaking bread’), wrapped in plastic or cellophane. Yet we still expect to have bread on hand at every meal, as background, as completion, as dependable comforter and recompense for any stress or disappointment the rest of the meal might occasion. Bread is for us a kind of successor to the motherly breast, and it has been over the centuries responsible for billions of sighs of satisfaction.

Because we are human and because, as we shall see, ‘cultural’ behaviour appears in us to be a ‘biological’ necessity, bread became in addition, and has remained, a deeply significant symbol, a substance honoured and sacred. We still remember that breaking bread and sharing it with friends ‘means’ friendship itself, and also trust, pleasure, and gratitude in the sharing. Bread as a particular symbol, and food in general, becomes, in its sharing, the actual bond which unites us. The Latin word companion means literally ‘a person with whom we share bread’; so that every company, from actors’ guild to Multinational Steel, shares in the significance evoked in breaking bread.

Food can be shared, abstained from, used as a weapon or a proof of prestige, stolen, or given away; it is therefore a test of moral values as well. Everyone understands exactly what going without food will mean: food is the great necessity to which we all submit. We also share a similarity in stomach size – no matter how much money you have, there is only so much you can eat. So, food metaphors are numerous and powerful in moral and aesthetic discourse; we speak of ‘greed’, ‘taste’, and ‘thirst’ in contexts that seem to have little to do with eating and drinking. Women have always been another symbol, used for the knitting together of families and tribes; they too are ‘given away’ in marriage, shared, stolen, used to enhance status, or abstained from. But food, as the anthropologist Raymond Firth pointed out, has the enormous advantage, as a symbol, of divisibility. ‘Women can be shared but they cannot be divided, whereas food can be almost infinitely portioned out without loss of quality.’ The remark is amusing because it is, so to speak, ‘close to the bone’. Somewhere at the back of our minds, carefully walled off from ordinary consideration and discourse, lies the idea of cannibalism – that human beings might become food, and eaters of each other. Violence, after all, is necessary if any organism is to ingest another. Animals are murdered to produce meat; vegetables are torn up, peeled, and chopped; most of what we eat is treated with fire; and chewing is designed remorselessly to finish what killing and cooking began. People naturally prefer that none of this should happen to them. Behind every rule of table etiquette lurks the determination of each person present to be a diner, not a dish. It is one of the chief roles of etiquette to keep the lid on the violence which the meal being eaten presupposes.

We shall begin, therefore, with a brief look at cannibalism, its nature as a taboo and as a myth, its main varieties, and a few representative contexts in which it has been found. Cannibalism (which we are schooled to think of as unthinkable and therefore barbarous behaviour) is never in fact meaningless, automatic, or free from etiquette. Indeed, it has no doubt usually been hedged about with more solemnity and consciousness than have everyday meals: eating other people can seldom, perhaps never, have been ordinary. It evokes care and clarity, and gives rise to categorizations and limits, at all times. In other words, a cannibal repast, being a social custom, is no more lacking in table manners than is any other kind of meal. It is one of the suppositions underlying this book that no society exists without manners, and specifically without rules that govern eating behaviour. Table manners are politeness where food is concerned. They comprise the ritual movements which each culture chooses as those most appropriate to handle the mightiest of necessities, the most potent of symbols, the medium through which we repeatedly express our relationships with each other. Culture has to impose itself upon natural instinct and inclination – but it invariably sets out to do so. It is the nature of human beings not to be able to leave nature alone.

The Artificial Cannibal

While Christopher Columbus was temporarily shipwrecked off the island called by the Spanish Hispaniola (now divided into Haiti and the Dominican Republic) in December 1492, he was regaled by the Arawaks living on the island with stories about the terrible Caribs. These were natives originally of Brazil, who had left their home for the Guianas, then set out from there in their long canoes, each hollowed from the trunk of a single tree and carrying a hundred men, to conquer the islands which are now called Caribbean, after them. By about one hundred years before Columbus arrived, the Caribs had conquered the inhabitants in all the eastern Caribbean islands and dominated the entire region.

An Arawak chief on Hispaniola invited Columbus to a feast of cassava and sweet potatoes (which the Arawaks called batatas: it is the origin of our word ‘potatoes’). They gave him in addition ‘some masks with eyes and large ears of gold and other beautiful objects which they wore around their necks. [The chief] then complained about the Caribs, who captured his people and took them away to be eaten, but he was greatly cheered when the Admiral comforted him by showing him our weapons and promising to defend him with them.’ The fear of the Arawaks impressed Columbus, and what he subsequently found out about the Caribs – whether or not he accurately interpreted what he was told – did nothing to mollify him. In Cuba he heard the dialect form of the word ‘Carib’ as Caniba, and in Spanish the adjective canibal was derived from this. The word anthropophagi (Greek for ‘man-eaters’) was now mostly withdrawn from circulation and replaced by cannibals in the languages of Europe.

When Shakespeare created Caliban in The Tempest (1611), he made him the embodiment of the bestial aspects of humankind. Begotten of the devil upon the Algerian witch Sycorax, yet worshipping a Patagonian god, Caliban is also humanity in its primitive, ‘uncultured’ state. (Not being European, he could roam from North Africa to South America without changing the main point that he was from ‘out there’, beyond the boundaries of ‘the civilized’.) Shakespeare’s monster does not eat human flesh, but the idea of cannibalism attaches to him nevertheless, for the poet has given him a name derived from ‘cannibal’, another deformation of the word ‘Carib’: Caliban. Being a ‘thing of darkness’, Caliban poetically and appropriately has cannibalism imputed to him through his name.

The very idea of people eating each other is so abhorrent to us that we usually prefer not to think about it. Cannibalism is to us massively taboo, and forbidden with far greater success than is incest. Freud pointed out, as Montaigne had before him, that it is curious we should feel so badly about eating people, when we frequently kill them and often sense only gratification for having done so. The reason derives from the way in which most human beings have categorized their experience. If you can classify people as enemies you may feel you can kill them with justice; but people are not food, and let us keep that straight. Anthropologists interested in the purely utilitarian aspects of human behaviour have also pointed out that human flesh is simply not very economical as a source of protein: human beings are the most dangerous animals a hunter could face, and in any case eating one another has to have limits or the social group would necessarily dwindle. No, other people are better taken as allies, or even as necessary evils, than as nutrients.

Just because cannibalism has been so very successfully rendered taboo, it has always been one of the major ‘effects’ a writer can rely on when he or she reaches for some fully fledged enormity, an atrocity to make our skins crawl. For thousands of years cannibalism has seemed to us to be everything that civilization is not – which is why Homer’s hero Odysseus, in search of home, city, order, and seemliness, must meet and vanquish such creatures as the cannibal Cyclops. Cannibalism is a symbol in our culture of total confusion: a lack of morality, law, and structure; it stands for what is brutish, utterly inhuman. The idea is that, unlike cannibals, we are upright, orderly, enlightened, and generally superior. But what we might use for symbolic purposes as an embodiment of structureless confusion has nevertheless a basis in clear cold fact: cannibal societies have existed since time immemorial. As social beings, however, cannibals must inevitably have manners. Whatever we might think to the contrary, rules and regulations always govern cannibal society and cannibal behaviour.

It was suggested by W. Arens in 1979 that there never has been any such thing as deliberate cannibalism, unprovoked by a threat of starvation; that cannibalism is merely a literary device and a libel against races we wish to cast as ‘other’ than ourselves. The Spanish, according to this theory, made up the man-eating of the Aztec; Hans Staden, who was kept by a South American tribe as a possible future cannibal victim during the sixteenth century, and who lived to describe what he had seen, was accused of simply fabricating the entire horrific story; other reports of cannibalistic behaviour were similarly disbelieved. The theory caused a useful flurry of research, examination, discovery, and controversy. The result has been to make it clear that the sources we have cannot be discounted. This rather attractive idea – that people have never really eaten each other – has had to be abandoned. We can be sure that cannibalism has been practised in Africa south of the Sahara, in Oceania, America North, Central, and South, in northern Europe, and in the ancient Mediterranean region.

Specialists in Neolithic archaeology have on a number of occasions claimed that the broken bones and cracked skulls discovered at several sites prove that our Stone Age ancestors relished human brains and sucked bone marrow when they could get at it. If they did this, they may well have eaten human flesh also. A recent find has rendered some of the best-preserved and most meticulously gathered data in support of the argument for early cannibalism so far: at a six-thousand-year-old site at Fontbrégoua, near Nice, there were bones from many butchered animals, including sheep, goats, boar, and deer. All had been routinely slaughtered, the finders say, and the bones broken to extract marrow, then unceremoniously discarded. Human bones were found among the animal ones; they had been treated in exactly the same fashion as the others. Three human adults, two children, and one person of undetermined age had almost certainly been eaten. The remaining seven or eight other human skeletons showed less certain signs of having been gnawed by other people.

We are all aware, of course, that in times of desperate hunger people are sometimes driven to eat dead companions in order to save their own lives. If there has been no actual killing of one member of the party in order to provide food for the others, and if the eating has been done with reverence for the solemnity and dire necessity of the action, then even modern people find such an emergency measure understandable and forgivable. Indeed, we emphasize the singularity of these occurrences with such fervour that we are probably underscoring for ourselves a fundamental law for our culture: that such acts could never become normal. Eating human flesh under extreme duress and treating it as an act which would never otherwise be countenanced is not what I mean here by ‘cannibalism’. True cannibalism is publicly approved by the society which practises it, and is at least potentially a repeated, and usually a ritual, act.

What little we know of the ideas and attitudes of cannibals suggests that they might have done shocking things according to our system of rules, but they did not behave with merely random brutish greed. Hunger was doubtless often a driving force behind the practice; excellent arguments have been made that cannibalism can arise as a society’s response to a lack of protein. But descriptions of cannibals usually insist that they surrounded the eating of human flesh with carefully prescribed ritual. The great Aztec state, for example, fought wars to provide itself with prisoners, who were eventually eaten. Estimates of the number of victims put to death and consumed annually when the Spanish arrived in Mexico in the sixteenth century (estimates made from Spanish sources, but also inferred from archaeological remains such as skull-racks) range from 15,000 to 250,000; the figures are highly uncertain, but everyone agrees that the numbers were huge. All these thousands of prisoners of war were taken, it is suggested, in order to feast the Aztec elite and also to reward soldiers who distinguished themselves in capturing human ‘meat’.

The argument is that, because the Aztec had never managed to domesticate large animals which they could eat, they hungered for meat, and the desire of some of them was met by killing enemies for food. (The only large animals the Aztec had domesticated – they had killed off all the wild game except that to be found at the edges of their empire – were turkeys and dogs. They bred dogs whose flesh was not too muscular and therefore edible, but these required fattening on meat themselves; and turkeys had to be fed with precious grain.) Other, smaller societies have consumed much less spectacularly large numbers of people – whether the latter were their enemies or their own kind – for similar ‘biological’ reasons. Where food is concerned, hunger must always play its role. But we should not be so carried away by our modern pride in practicality and in our demythologizing skills that we deliberately ignore what accounts we have of actual Aztec behaviour. We can still see the magnificent stepped pyramids they built for the performance of human sacrifices to the Sun, patron of warriors. The Sun God demanded human hearts to feed him; without these, he would pale and die, darkness would cover the earth, and chaos and death would rule as they had before time began.

In 1521, sixty-two Spanish soldiers, captured in war by the Aztec, were led in procession to one of the temple-pyramids of the capital, Tenochtitlán, now Mexico City. As Aztec prisoners of war, they were to be violently killed and their beating hearts offered to the god. Bernal Díaz del Castillo, a soldier in the army of Cortés, describes the scene: ‘Again there was sounded the dismal drum of Huichilobos and many other shells and horns and things like trumpets and the sound of them all was terrifying, and we all looked towards the lofty Cue [temple-pyramid] where they were being sounded, and saw that our comrades whom they had captured when they defeated Cortés were being carried by force up the steps, and they were taking them to be sacrificed. When they got them up to a small square in front of the oratory, where their accursed idols are kept, we saw them place plumes on the heads of many of them and with things like fans in their hands they forced them to dance before Huichilobos, and after they had danced they immediately placed them on their backs on some rather narrow stones which had been prepared as places for sacrifice, and with stone knives they sawed open their chests and drew out their palpitating hearts and offered them to the idols that were there, and they kicked the bodies 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 with the beards on, and kept those for the festivals when they celebrated drunken orgies, and the flesh they ate in chilmole.’

Fray Bernardino de Sahagun described another sacrifice as follows: ‘One at a time they stretched them out on the sacrificial stone. Then they delivered them into the hands of six offering priests; they stretched them out upon their backs; they cut open their breasts with a wide-bladed flint knife. And they named the hearts of the captives “precious eagle-cactus fruit”. They raised them in dedication to the sun, Xippilli, Quauhtleuanitl. They offered it to him; they nourished him …’

Each heart was ‘dehusked’ from its enveloping body like a corn cob from its sheath; it was then pressed to the stone statue of the god and dropped into a temple vessel. Cutting out the heart by severing the vena cava and the aorta would produce an enormous out-pouring of blood; into this one of the officiating priests inserted a straw, sucked some of it up, and ritually splashed it over the victim’s body. The heart fed the Sun, conceived as eagle energy and as voracious jaguar; the blood quenched the thirst of the earth and produced fertility. The body was then heaved gently (the adverb recurs in the different descriptions) over the edge of the pyramid’s top and fell down the steep steps to men waiting below. The falling blood red bodies of sacrificed victims were said to imitate the sun setting in the west. But to the watching Spanish the scene partook of nightmare: ‘Afterwards they rolled them over; they bounced them down. They came breaking to pieces; they came head over heels; they each came headfirst, they came turning over. Thus they reached the terrace at the base of the pyramid.’

The head of each was cut from the body and taken to a rack, to be displayed in another part of the temple complex, which to Spanish eyes was a ‘plaza’. There in serried rows the heads rotted in the heat, the stench, and the flies, till only skulls were left. ‘I remember that in the plaza where some of their oratories stood there were piles of human skulls so regularly arranged that one could count them, and I estimated them at more than a hundred thousand. I repeat again that there were more than one hundred thousand of them. And in another part of the plaza there were so many piles of dead men’s thigh bones that one could not count them; there was also a large number of skulls strung between beams of wood, and three priests who had charge of these bones and skulls were guarding them. We had occasion to see many such things later on as we penetrated into the country, for the same custom was observed in all the towns …’

What exactly happened in the end to the bodies we do not know, except that the limbs and some other portions were shared out among the rulers (one thigh from each corpse was offered to Moctezuma himself), their elite entourage, and the actual captors of the prisoners. The flesh was cooked with peppers and tomatoes, and served up upon bowls of maize, the universal sacred staple of the Aztec. Mexican archaeologists have found, elsewhere in Mexico City, many headless human rib-cages. A different group of people had presumably eaten the rest of the bodies – minus the hearts, of course.

The Aztec cared intensely how they ate people and also whom they ate, when, and where. Every gesture of the sacrifice was laid down as ritual: architecture, costumes, sacred weapons, and utensils were carefully prescribed and prepared. People were allowed to eat only the portions of meat assigned to them by their status. In fact the Aztec were terrified by the idea of human sacrifice carried out in chaotic disorder; it could only mean darkness (the failure of the power of the Sun), and destruction: the gods would become violent and brutish themselves, descend to earth, and eat people just as indiscriminately and with as little regard for protocol and etiquette as people had shown earlier. There were a thousand meanings and emotions associated with the sacrifice, besides the wish to eat and enjoy. Eating people was hedged about with ceremony and elaborate care; what they saw as neatness and propriety governed every gesture.

The same can be said of many other cannibal societies, even though we cannot forget that we have never been able fully to interrogate and learn from a real ritual cannibal about what he or she actually felt and knew of the gestures and meanings employed. The Aztec case is unique in its scope and intricacy, and also because this was the only imperialist state we know of, with a large population, fully to institutionalize cannibalism. Being so complex, Aztec practice included many attitudes that are found only in part in much smaller cannibal groups.

There are two main types of simple cannibal society: those who eat their own people, especially their relatives; and those who eat only enemies, foreign to their tribe. These two broad categories cover a great variety of behaviour and belief – even given the fact that we know about very few cannibal societies compared with the many that must have existed in the past. ‘Endo’-cannibals (who eat their own) have been described as ‘cemeteries for their dead’. They may believe, for instance, that a sort of life essence inhabits every human body, that this essence flows via most social activities, including those to do with sex and food, through the community. Members of a tribe can, and indeed must, ‘take in’ the life essence of a dead fellow tribesman by eating him after he has died a natural death. Failure to eat a dead parent might mean poor health, or barrenness, or weak children, since the life essence has not been ‘topped up’ properly by the living members of the tribe. This kind of cannibalism is felt directly to influence plant and animal fertility as well.

Flesh is often not consumed in endo-cannibalism; people prefer to grind up bones or burn the body to ashes, then eat the powder mixed in a drink, or with, say, mashed banana. (Such practices show that eating people is not always for their protein content.) There might also be a taste – culturally induced, we are relieved to remind ourselves, in this particular social constellation – for half-rotted corpse carefully dug up and consumed, or for festering flesh from wounds. The action of eating one’s relatives is often sad, solemn, and loving: it can be a form of mourning ritual. It is also possible, however, for people in these societies to appear quite matter-of-fact, to eat up cheerfully and feel no apparent awe during the process.

Exo-cannibalism was more common than endo-cannibalism, more violent and destructive – and easier for us to understand. Here people hate the people they consume, but eating their flesh is a joy. They pursue their victims (who must be foreigners) and eat them for vengeance. Captives were often tortured before being killed, or made to do battle against hopeless odds; it was hoped that, in the process, they would show considerable courage. They would then be eaten with special appreciation, the bravery they had been proven to possess passing into the bodies of their killers.

At the Aztec ‘gladiatorial’ sacrifice, for instance, the captive was tied by the waist to a sort of umbilical cord attached to the centre of the sacrificial stone. He was given weapons, and then attacked by warriors one by one until he fell. When he was seen to be about to die, he was seized, stretched on the stone, and slaughtered. The man who had captured him in battle would take his captive’s blood in ‘a green bowl with a feathered rim … On the lips of the stone images, on each one, he placed the blood of his captive. He made them taste it with the hollow cane.’ The body was flayed so that its skin could be used later as a cloak, and the flesh carved up and eaten. The captor of this man was proud of his victim’s prowess, and identified himself with him and his courage. He would therefore refuse to eat him. ‘He is my son,’ he would say. ‘Shall I perchance eat my very self?’

It was quite often the case that the person who did the actual slaying of the victim was not allowed to eat him. He would have to fast for days or change his name or hide in the forest for weeks before returning to the group. In these cases, it was important that eating should be dissociated from killing; the killer was seen to be merely doing his duty, or acting for the good of other people and not himself. In the account of Hans Staden, the German naval gunner who was captured by the cannibal Tupinamba of Brazil in 1554, ‘Then the slayer seizes [the club] and thus addresses the victim: “I am he that will kill you, since you and yours have slain and eaten many of my friends.” To which the prisoner replies: “When I am dead I shall still have many to avenge my death.” ’ Then the slayer strikes from behind and beats out his brains. ‘The women seize the body at once and carry it to the fire where they scrape off the skin, making the flesh quite white, and stopping up the fundament with a piece of wood so that nothing may be lost. Then a man cuts up the body, removing the legs above the knee and the arms at the trunk, whereupon the four women seize the four limbs and run with them around the huts, making a joyful cry. After this they divide the trunk among themselves and devour everything that can be eaten. When this is finished they all depart, each one carrying a piece with him. The slayer takes a fresh name … He must lie all that day in his hammock, but they give him a small bow and arrow so that he can amuse himself by shooting into wax, lest his arm should become feeble from the shock of the death blow. I was present and have seen all this with my own eyes.’

Cannibals themselves often regard the eating of human flesh in general with awe and horror; it is ritually marked off from regular eating. The ancient Fijians, for example, ate everyday meals with their hands; when it came to eating human flesh, and only then, they used a special wooden fork. Cannibals often deny that they started the practice of eating people. The gods may have demanded it; we have no choice. Bloodthirsty enemies beyond our boundaries think of nothing but how to kill and eat us; we must meet force with force, and assure them that they will not eat us without paying exactly the equivalent price. The relationship of a cannibal with his victim may involve an elaborate metaphorical construct: the one to be tortured, killed, and eaten might represent darkness, primitive bestiality, the animal. (This is rather like our own imaginary monsters, who often turn out to be cannibalistic.) Or the victim is a monster, to be devoured – with care and propriety – by the enlightened, in order that the power he represents may be destroyed and civilization triumph. This power might be recognized and revered as useful energy, which is required by the good cannibal society that eats him and will thus channel his force to useful purposes. To eat one’s enemy is to ‘take in’ his power, to one’s own increase.

An exo-cannibal society, preying on its enemies, needed those enemies. There was a weird sort of interdependence between the two warring groups, each of whom wanted ‘others’ to feed their wrath. Moctezuma explained that his people could not seek ‘reconciliation’ with the Tlaxcalans, whom the Aztec loved to sally forth and capture for the feeding of hearts to the Sun: if the Aztec made friends with the Tlaxcalans, where would the victims come from, to propitiate the gods? Endo-cannibalism may look inward-turning, and for that reason sick (by our no doubt ethnocentric standards); exo-cannibalism however represented another kind of symbiosis, this time with enemies. The ‘biological’ advantage of exo-cannibalism was that it insisted that people who were eaten should be taken in war; they were healthy specimens, and unlikely to be infected by disease.

Techniques, in exo-cannibalism, of showing contempt for vanquished enemies were many and dramatic. The ancient Maoris of New Zealand were ‘an exceedingly good-tempered and sociable people … courteous and polite … it was considered a mark of inferior breeding to be rude in either speech or bearing’. Men ruled; women were profane, defiling – and never allowed to eat human victims. Food was also profane and impure, especially if it was cooked; so much so that everything associated with trapping and cooking food became profane, like the women who prepared and cooked it. All houses were tapu or the opposite of profane (the Maori word tapu is the origin of our ‘taboo’), and therefore food had to be eaten out of doors. Even touching cooked food was a defilement to the highest-ranking men; the Maori accordingly invented a kind of fork, a pointed stick called a tiirou, with which an exceptionally pure man could convey food to his mouth; in some cases this had to be done for him by another pure, tapu person. The pure one ate well away from women, and usually alone. If the food being consumed had first been offered to the gods, and there was no sufficiently tapu friend present to feed the loftily pure one, he had to eat it with his mouth from the ground, not touching it with his hands.

Now it followed that food, being so low in the scale of purity, was not something with which you could compare a man; there was no more certain way to insult someone than to say, ‘I will use your head as a cooking pot,’ or to refer to a man or a part of him as ‘cooked’, or to give some dish the man’s name. It will quickly be seen that the ultimate degradation one could inflict was to make metaphor a fact and actually eat the person: turn him into food. Most Maori cannibalism took place on the battlefield, where the enemy dead would be butchered on the spot and cooked in steam ovens swiftly constructed for the purpose by the victors. The bones would be collected afterwards and turned into profane domestic implements, especially those used in catching and cooking food. So, hands and fingers were used as hooks for holding food-baskets; fish hooks, pins, whistles, spear-points, needles, flutes, and rings for the legs of captive parrots could all be made of bits of enemies. A skull could be debased and mocked for decades by being used to carry water for household purposes. Knowledge that the deceased man’s bones had been quarried for everyday, profane use and were being contemned in this constant and ingenious manner would humiliate and exasperate his relatives and fuel in them the determination to avenge the enormity with an outrage if possible more satisfying still.

Cannibalism, whatever form it took and for whatever reason, was never, in real life, a disorderly activity within the culture that practised it. The fact that it was allowed, sanctioned, or institutionalized made it a practice that was regulated, even if the rules were occasionally simple – on the face of it, and as far as we can tell with our scrappy information – and even if rules were commonly broken, as reporters from some societies say they were. Even when violent aggression reigned, there were social preferences, tastes, and traditions; something almost amounting to a cuisine.

Many were the methods of preparing a man as a meal. The anthropologist Paul Shankman, in the course of examining cannibal cooking practices as a test of Lévi-Strauss’s claims that roasting is high in prestige, boiling low, and so on, collected ways of cooking people culled from reports on cannibal societies. The resulting collection was a ‘veritable smorgasbord’ of methods. People have indeed been boiled in pots, and roasted by spit, rack, or exposure to an open fire. They have also been steam-baked, cooked on preheated rocks and in earth ovens, smoked, decomposed first, dried, powdered, preserved, stuffed into bamboo tubes and placed in the embers, their bones burned to ashes and stirred into many kinds of sauces, juices, and mashes. A body could be buried, then exhumed and eaten in its rotten state. Here is an account, by Ronald Berndt, of one such meal: ‘On the afternoon of the sixth day following his death his corpse was exhumed. The maggots were scraped off and placed on banana leaves. The body was then cut up, the meat and bones being cooked in one oven, and the maggots, tied up in small leaf bundles, in another; these are regarded as a delicacy.’ The attention to detail, the neatness, and the decisiveness about what one wanted and how to achieve the necessary effect give this description a weird but unmistakably technological air like that of a careful culinary article from a magazine for gourmets.

There were various tortures where people were prepared for cooking while still alive. People were eaten raw at times – but this was quite seldom, and even then there were rules. There was always the matter of who got which piece, and how much of it. Sometimes women did all the cannibalism (‘materialist’ anthropologists point out that this would have been because the men ate nearly all the animal meat themselves, leaving the women little protein), and sometimes it was the men, exulting over their prisoners of war by eating them. There were rules, among endo-cannibals, about which relatives one must not, or which one must at all costs, eat. A dying endo-cannibal might catalogue in detail which parts of him or her were later to be eaten by whom: a last will and testament of admirably generous
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