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Praise for

PAGAN AMERICA

“If you’ve been consulting politics or economics to explain the moment we’re living in, you’ve been looking in the wrong place. It’s bigger and more fundamental than that. This is what paganism looks like.”

—Tucker Carlson, host of Tucker on X

“It’s become impossible in recent years to deny that we’re living on borrowed time in America. Our freedoms, rights, and entire way of life seem to be up for grabs. Why? In Pagan America, my Federalist colleague John Davidson makes a compelling case that the source of American liberty is the erstwhile Christian faith of its people. In the absence of that faith, we will revert to an older form of society, one in which power alone determines right, and the individual counts for nothing.”

—Mollie Hemingway, editor-in-chief of The Federalist

“John Davidson has written a compelling defense of Christian humanity against pagan cruelty. With a bloody-minded paganism rising once again in the West, this eloquent and learned book will arm the defenders of civilization against the forces of returning barbarism and tyranny.”

—Ryan Williams, president of the Claremont Institute

“As important as policy and politics are in reclaiming this nation, John Davidson reminds us of the most important factor—courage by people of faith. Pagan America is a gripping and persuasive account, not of some future problem, but of what we’re up against right now. This must-read book is the exhortation for Americans to know what’s at stake in our culture, our society, and, yes, our own homes.”

—Kevin Roberts, president of the Heritage Foundation

“John Davidson is a serious man. He is serious about his faith. He is serious about his freedom, including especially his and other people’s freedom to worship as they please. He sees them in trouble. In this book he relates that trouble to the decline of our willingness to look up to God. He follows Jefferson, that the liberties of a nation find their firm basis in the conviction that they are the gift of God. They are that. John states that great truth powerfully. Our need to understand it is urgent.”

—Larry Arnn, president of Hillsdale College

“What is it going to take to wake American Christians up to the soul-killing realities of our post-Christian country? If the electrifying Pagan America doesn’t do it, the church might as well be dead. John Davidson’s detailed, fact-filled report tracks the United States’ accelerating decline into paganism, and obliterates the happy-clappy illusions that clergy and laity live by to justify their moral cowardice. This is a book for believers unseduced by the false counsel of winsomeness, and who refuse to go gently into the dark night enveloping America’s soul.”

—Rod Dreher, author of The Benedict Option and Live Not by Lies
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For Meg





“Some say it is impossible to return to the past; but the truth is that there is now nothing before us but the choice between two paths which both return to the past. We can return to some sort of Catholic fellowship, or we can return to some sort of pagan slavery. There is no third road.”

G. K. Chesterton
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INTRODUCTION

A New Dark Age

The argument of this book is straightforward: America was founded not just on certain ideals but on a certain kind of people, a predominantly Christian people, and it depends for its survival on their moral virtue, without which the entire experiment in self-government will unravel. As Christianity fades in America, so too will our system of government, our civil society, and all our rights and freedoms. Without a national culture shaped by the Christian faith, without a majority consensus in favor of traditional Christian morality, America as we know it will come to an end. Instead of free citizens in a republic, we will be slaves in a pagan empire.

Perhaps that sounds dramatic, but it is true nevertheless. There is no secular utopia waiting for us in the post-Christian world now coming into being, no future in which we get to retain the advantages and benefits of Christendom without the faith from which they sprang. Western civilization and its accoutrements depend on Christianity, not just in the abstract but in practice. Liberalism relies on a source of vitality that does not originate from it and that it cannot replenish. That source is the Christian faith, in the absence of which we will revert to an older form of civilization, one in which power alone matters and the weak and the vulnerable count for nothing. What awaits us on the other side of Christendom, in other words, is a pagan dark age. Here, in the second decade of the twenty-first century, we can say with some confidence that this dark age has begun.

Why would a pagan America mean the advent of a dark age? Because modern paganism will be no less violent and oppressive than the ancient paganism that Christendom cast down. The reason for this has everything to do with what pagans have always believed, then and now. As Liel Leibovitz has written, their beliefs “may be distilled to the following principle: Nothing is true, everything is permitted. These were the last words, allegedly, of Hasan i-Sabbah—the ninth-century Arab warlord whose group, the Hash’shashin, gave us the English word ‘assassins.’ And his dictum perfectly captures the soul of paganism, illuminated by the idea that no fixed system of belief or set of solid convictions ought to constrain us as we stumble our way through life.”1

The term “pagan” here is not limited to worshippers of Zeus or Baal, but refers rather to an entire system of belief, which holds that truth is relative and that we are therefore free to ascribe sacred or divine status to the here and now, to things or activities, even to human beings if they’re powerful enough (a pharaoh or a Roman emperor). In this way, as the Romans understood, paganism is fundamentally incompatible with the Christian faith, which does not allow for such relativism but insists on hard definitions of truth and what is, and is not, sacred and divine.

T. S. Eliot made this point in a series of lectures he gave at Cambridge University in 1939 that would later be published as The Idea of a Christian Society. Eliot wrote, “[T]he choice before us is the creation of a new Christian culture, and the acceptance of a pagan one.” Writing on the eve of the Second World War, Eliot said, “To speak of ourselves as a Christian Society, in contrast to that of [National Socialist] Germany or [Communist] Russia, is an abuse of terms. We mean only that we have a society in which no one is penalised for the formal profession of Christianity; but we conceal from ourselves the unpleasant knowledge of the real values by which we live.”2

Those values, Eliot argued, did not belong to Christianity but to “modern paganism,” which he believed was ascendent in both Western democracies and totalitarian states alike. Western democracies held no positive principles aside from liberalism and tolerance. The result was a negative culture, lacking substance, that would eventually dissolve and be replaced by a pagan culture that espoused materialism, secularism, and moral relativism as positive principles. These principles would be enforced as a public or state morality, and those who dissented from them would be punished.

Paganism, as Eliot saw it and as this book argues, imposes a moral relativism in which power alone determines right. The principles Americans have always asserted against this kind of moral and political tyranny— freedom of speech, equal protection under the law, government by consent of the governed—depend for their sustenance on the Christian faith, alive and active among the people, shaping their private and family lives as much as the social and political life of the nation. De-Christianization in America, then, heralds the end of all that once held it together and made it cohere. And the process of de-Christianization is further along than most people realize, partly because it has been underway in the West for centuries, and in America since the middle of the last century (although, as we’ll see, the change really began at the turn of the nineteenth century). Only now, in our time, are the outlines of a post-Christian society coming clearly into view. One of the purposes of this book is to trace those outlines, to offer a glimpse of what lies down this road, and to sound a warning about where it leads and what, perhaps, we ought to do about it.

Another purpose is to explain how we got to this impasse. From the first landing of the Pilgrims at Plymouth Rock, America has been an ongoing experiment in self-government with no real parallels in the annals of human history. To understand why that experiment was successful for so long—why the American Revolution, for example, ushered in a republic of free, self-governing citizens while the French Revolution ushered in a tyrannical dictatorship predicated on terror—we have to apprehend the thoroughly Christian nature of colonial American society and the role Christianity played in the Founders’ formulations about natural law, natural rights, human liberty, equality, and justice. The Founders themselves were rather explicit about the need for the maintenance and propagation of religion and morality for the survival of the republic. They believed, rightly, that self-government would be impossible with an irreligious people, and therefore made provisions for the public support of Christianity right from the beginning.

This is often misunderstood today owing to a misreading of Thomas Jefferson’s famous line calling for a “wall of separation between church and state.” For generations, Americans understood that the United States, while broadly non-sectarian in its national government, was nevertheless a Christian nation. This recognition would be manifested in public pronouncements, official documents, proceedings, monuments, and even in the laws of the land. Under such circumstances, there was little doubt among most Americans that objective moral truth was real and could be known through reason, and this too was reflected in law and public policy. Abraham Lincoln would ultimately anchor his arguments against slavery on the truth that all men are created equal, that no man has the right to enslave another—a moral truth unique to Christianity, contradicting the claims of every pagan empire across the dreary ages of the world. Just as slavery had no place in a republic of self-governing citizens, neither did unfettered liberty, or what the Founders would have called license. Freedom meant being free to choose the good, and it came with responsibilities and unchosen obligations. The “pursuit of happiness” was not some libertarian creed to let each man define what was true and good, but a recognition that happiness and moral virtue were closely intertwined and that it was impossible to secure one without the other.

Gradually, this understanding of liberty would begin to erode, along with the conviction that moral truth is objective and knowable through reason. Modern theories and philosophies, many of them appearing under the guise of scientific or ethical breakthroughs but thoroughly pagan in their embrace of relativism, posited that moral truth is subjective, that it can be different for different people or different cultures, that in fact there is no such thing as objective moral truth, Christian or otherwise. It was, in a very real sense, the awakening of an ancient pagan spirit after many long centuries of slumber. Into this atmosphere of relativism burst the upheavals of World War I, the Great Depression, and the Second World War, which delivered profound shocks to American society that would change the country forever.

One of the major but often unrecognized changes came just before the United States entered World War II, when the Supreme Court ruled that the state is not allowed to say what is a religious cause and what isn’t—that even taking cognizance of religion is a violation of the First Amendment’s establishment clause. This marked a profound shift in First Amendment jurisprudence and the beginning of a process that would see Christianity’s gradual retreat from the public square. In the ensuing decades, the idea would take hold in both the courts and the culture at large that religion is a “private matter,” that Americans’ religious beliefs should not influence their politics, and that the Constitution requires strict neutrality from the state in religious and moral matters. We take these things for granted today, but all of it was novel and indeed alien to the American experience up to this point. The middle decades of the twentieth century would see prayer and Bible-reading banned from public schools and the advent of a legal doctrine that assumed everything the state does must be absolutely secular, serving no religious or moral purpose whatsoever.

The effect of all this, over the course of the last six or seven decades, has been not just the disappearance of Christianity from American public life but the atrophying of the Christian faith among the American people. The so-called rise of the “nones,” those Americans who don’t identify with any religious tradition, has gone from a demographic footnote to the fastest-growing self-identified religious (or irreligious) group in the country. Within a generation, Christians will, for the first time, be a minority in America. The rapid collapse of mainline Protestantism in the latter decades of the twentieth century and the ongoing decline of evangelical churches in the twenty-first heralds a definitively post-Christian America.

What does it mean for America to be post-Christian? To be pagan? What will such a country be like? We don’t have to wait to find out, because the pagan era has arrived. If we look closely and consider the evidence honestly, we can already see what kind of a place it will be. Put bluntly, America without Christianity will not be the sort of place where most Americans will want to live, Christian or not. The classical liberal order, so long protected and preserved by the Christian civilization from which it sprang, is already being systematically destroyed and replaced with something new.

This new society—call it pagan America—will be marked above all by oppression and violence, primarily against the weak and powerless, perpetrated by the wealthy and powerful. In pagan America, such violence will be officially sanctioned and carry the force of law. We will have a public or state morality, just as Rome had, which will be quite separate from whatever religion one happens to profess. It was, after all, Christianity that united morality and religion, and without it they will be separated once more. What you believe won’t really matter to the state; what will matter is whether you adhere to the public morality—whether you offer the mandatory sacrifice to Caesar, so to speak. And if you don’t, there will be consequences.

I’m not talking about the imminent return of pre-Christian polytheism as the state religion. The new paganism will not necessarily come with the outward trappings of the old, but it will be no less pagan for all that. It will be defined, as it always was, by the belief that nothing is true, everything is permitted. And that belief will produce, as it always has, a world defined almost entirely by power: the strong subjugating or discarding the weak, and the weak doing what they must to survive. That’s why nearly all pagan civilizations, especially the most “advanced” ones, were slave empires. The more advanced they were, the more brutal and violent they became.

The same thing will eventually happen in our time. The lionization of abortion, the rise of transgenderism, the normalization of euthanasia, the destruction of the family, the sexualization of children and mainstreaming of pedophilia, and the emergence of a materialist supernaturalism as a substitute for traditional religion are all happening right now as a result of Christianity’s decline. We should understand all of these things as signs of paganism’s return, remembering that paganism was not just the ritual embodiment of sincere religious belief but an entire sociopolitical order. The mystery cults of pagan Rome and Babylon were not just theatrical or fanciful expressions of polytheistic urges in the populace, they were mechanisms of social control. There was, of course, spiritual—demonic—power behind the pagan gods, but also real political power behind the pagan order. This order achieved its fullest expression in Rome, which eventually elevated emperors to the status of deities, embracing the diabolical idea that man himself creates the gods and therefore can become one. It is no accident that the worship of the Roman emperor as a god emerged at more or less the exact same historical moment as the Incarnation. Christianity, which proclaimed that God had become man, burst forth into a social world that was everywhere adopting the worship of a man-god, and its coming heralded the end of that world.

The new paganism will likewise bring an entire sociopolitical order with its own mechanisms of amassing power and exerting social and political control. We can see these mechanisms at work everywhere today, from the therapeutic narcissism of social media to the spread of transgender and even transhumanist ideologies pushed by powerful corporations working in concert with the state. We see it in the emergence of new technologies, above all artificial intelligence (AI), whose architects talk openly in pagan terms about “creating the gods” and imbuing them with immense new powers over every aspect of our lives. The old gods are indeed returning, only we do not call them that because Christianity has made it impossible. Perhaps as the Christian faith subsides they will be called gods once more. But whatever we call them, the sociopolitical order they bring will not be liberal or tolerant. It will not be secular humanism divorced from the Christian morality that made humanism possible. All of that will be swept away, replaced by an oppressive and violent sociopolitical order predicated on power, not principle. The violence will be official—carried out by government bureaucrats, police, heath care workers, NGOs, public schools, and Big Tech.

This is predictable, and was indeed predicted a long time ago. Edmund Burke said that if the Christian religion, “which has hitherto been our boast and comfort, and one great source of civilization,” were somehow overthrown, the void would be filled by “some uncouth, pernicious, and degrading superstition.”3 He was right. The prevalence of superstition and the decay of reason are hallmarks of the new pagan order, and we will chronicle some of their causes and effects in these pages. We will also explore why it was so important for America to cling to the religion of its Founding, and how that faith first forced a reckoning with America’s original sin, slavery, and then sustained the young republic when that reckoning brought on the slaughter and destruction of the Civil War.

Indeed, past generations of Americans understood well the debt we owed to the faith of our fathers and constantly sought to affirm it in public and inculcate it in the next generation. They knew our survival depended on it. President Calvin Coolidge, speaking on the 150th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, called it “the product of the spiritual insight of the people.” America in 1926 was booming in every way, with great leaps forward not just in economic prosperity, but in science and technology. But all these material things, said Coolidge, came from the Declaration. “The things of the spirit come first,” he said, and then leveled a stark warning to his countrymen:

Unless we cling to that, all our material prosperity, overwhelming though it may appear, will turn to a barren sceptre in our grasp. If we are to maintain the great heritage which has been bequeathed to us, we must be like-minded as the fathers who created it. We must not sink into a pagan materialism. We must cultivate the reverence which they had for the things that are holy. We must follow the spiritual and moral leadership which they showed. We must keep replenished, that they may glow with a more compelling flame, the altar fires before which they worshiped.4

Nearly a century later, it’s clear that we have failed to cultivate the reverence our fathers had for the things that are holy, and we have indeed sunk into a pagan materialism. What comes next is pagan slavery, which now looms over the republic like a great storm cloud, ready to break. When it breaks and the deluge comes, though, Christians at least need not fear. Christ Himself came into a pagan world that regarded His message with contempt and incomprehension. His followers endured centuries of persecution and martyrdom, and in those fires a faith was forged that would topple the greatest pagan empire ever known, and amid its ruins build something greater yet.

In a television address in 1974, the Venerable Fulton J. Sheen, then nearly eighty years old, declared, “We are at the end of Christendom.” He defined Christendom as “economic, political, social life, as inspired by Christian principles. That is ending—we have seen it die. Look at the symptoms: the breakup of the family, divorce, abortion, immorality, general dishonesty. We live in it from day to day, and we do not see the decline.”5 Half a century has passed since Sheen said this, which might not be long in the lifespan of a religion founded two thousand years ago, but then it only takes the lifespan of a single generation for much to be lost. And much has been lost in the last half-century. The symptoms are much worse today than they were in 1974, in ways that Sheen himself might not have foreseen. But he was right that it’s hard to see the decline when you live in it day to day, and hard to see where it’s heading. The purpose of this book is to help the reader see the decline, understand what it portends, and prepare accordingly.

What follows is hard medicine, but it is not a counsel of despair. For Christians familiar with their own history, nothing is ever really cause for despair—not even the loss, if it comes to that, of the American republic. History, as J. R. R. Tolkien said in one of his letters, is for Christians a “long defeat—though it contains (and in a legend may contain more clearly and movingly) some samples or glimpses of final victory.”6 What he meant by this, in part, is that we cannot in the end vanquish or eradicate evil. Our world, like Tolkien’s Middle Earth, is a world in decline, marred by sin and corruption, embroiled in a rebellion against God. But as Christians we repose our hope in a God who can, and indeed already has, conquered sin and death. So we await the dawn, and in the meantime we fight the long defeat.

Amid that fight, we are not without reason for hope. In his speech, Sheen explained how the Church dies and rises again, that it “proceeds on the principle of Christ himself as priest and victim.” Over the many centuries of Christendom, there have been periods of great upheaval and chaos, times when it seemed that perhaps the Christian faith itself would be lost—to pagan persecution, to Muslim conquest, to the fracturing forces of the Reformation and the century of religious warfare it unleashed. Yet each time the faith has survived, just as it will survive the de-Christianization of the West and the rise of pagan America. Sheen reminded his listeners of this and urged them not to despair, but to give thanks, for “these are great and wonderful days in which to be alive.... It is not a gloomy picture—it is a picture of the Church in the midst of increasing opposition from the world. And therefore live your lives in the full consciousness of this hour of testing, and rally close to the heart of Christ.”7





CHAPTER 1

The Long, Slow Death of Paganism

I

For a long time, no one could quite make sense of the human remains found at the bottom of two peculiar sites at Trelleborg, one of seven Viking Age ring castles—fortresses encircled with stone and earthen ramparts—in Denmark and Sweden. The sites resemble wells, and when they were first excavated in 1934, archeologists suggested they might be sacrificial wells or pits, as they contained the skeletons of animals. Trelleborg covers a large area, and among the findings were human remains in what appeared to be a graveyard. There were also several mass graves on the castle grounds, which researchers believed were used to bury fallen soldiers. But the wells were different. One of them contained parts of three horses, two cows, four pigs, three sheep, a dog, a red deer, and a peregrine falcon. Underneath all these animals were the skeletal remains of two children, both four years old. The second well was similar: animal remains on top of two children, ages four and seven.1

Excavation continued at Trelleborg for another nine years and halted in 1942, as war consumed the continent. Later, dendrochronological dating of the wood used for the construction of the fortress found that the trees were felled in the fall of 980 A.D., during the reign of Harald Bluetooth, king of Denmark and Norway, who converted to Christianity some two decades before and is believed to have turned the Danes away from paganism. The dating of Trelleborg deepened the mystery of the human remains in the wells, because a military fortress built under a Christian ruler like Harald Bluetooth would not have included sacrificial wells associated with pagan rituals. The first archeologists to excavate Trelleborg in the 1930s said the sacrificial wells likely predated the fortress and belonged to a large nearby settlement dating from as early as the seventh century. After the construction of the fortress around 980 A.D., pagan sacrifices would have been prohibited and the wells closed up. If the wells were what they appeared to be, then they constituted the first physical evidence that Vikings engaged in ritual human sacrifice, and perhaps had done so for centuries before the arrival of Christianity in the tenth century. This discovery would have changed the way we understood not just Norse paganism and Viking culture but also the process of their transformation by Christianity.

But subsequent researchers disregarded the evidence and dismissed the theory that the wells were used for ritual human sacrifice, and for many years the findings at Trelleborg were simply ignored. That was fine, as far as many Europeans were concerned. Evidence of human sacrifice—small children, no less—would have been an embarrassing blemish on indigenous Scandinavian culture, undermining fashionable efforts in the ensuing decades to push a revisionist history of pre-Christian Norse culture that portrayed the Vikings not as ultra-violent warriors bent on pillaging, looting, and enslaving, but as sophisticated traders, explorers, and settlers. Indeed, this view is still common today—a kind of counter-myth intended to debunk the popular image of Vikings as bloodthirsty raiders. Museum exhibits about Vikings are as likely to tout their multicultural trading customs and fine jewelry–making as their penchant for industrial-scale slavery and slaughter. If the Vikings were known to engage in human sacrifice, it would explode this counter-myth, revealing them to be as bad as their historical reputation suggested. Maybe worse.

And so for many years after the initial discoveries at Trelleborg, the reigning academic consensus was that there was no reliable archeological evidence that human sacrifice was ever part of Norse paganism, and that references to such practices in the historical record are nothing more than medieval Christian propaganda. The writings of Bishop Thietmar of Merseburg, a German cleric whose eleventh-century chronicle of the Ottonian dynasty is a major historical source for the reign of Emperor Henry II, include a description of pagan rituals among the “Northmen and Danes” that involved mass human sacrifice: “ninety-nine human beings and as many horses, along with dogs and cocks—the latter being used in place of hawks.”2 About fifty years later, the chronicler Adam of Bremen gave a detailed description of a major pagan temple in Uppsala, Sweden, where at nine-year intervals, nine males of “every living creature” were offered to the gods for sacrifice. The corpses, human along with horse and dog, were hung from trees, “their bodies suspended promiscuously,” in a grove adjoining the temple, “so sacred in the eyes of the heathen that each and every tree in it is believed divine because of the death or putrefaction of the victims.”3

Despite the obvious similarities to the findings at Trelleborg—the sacrifice of animals, including horses and dogs, along with people—such writings were long dismissed as medieval Catholic propaganda. Indeed, some historians have argued quite recently that these accounts were simply fabricated from the imaginations of the authors, and were based on hostility to indigenous paganism in Scandinavia or regional disputes within the Catholic Church.4 Such skepticism is based partly on the fact that the accounts rely on secondhand information, and partly on the fact that, at the time, the newly converted Christian rulers in Sweden did not recognize the authority of the German archbishop in Hamburg-Bremen; so these could be politically motivated smears. This was medieval politics, not history, goes the thinking. After all, there was zero archeological evidence of these pagan temples or sacrificial rites—the wells at Trelleborg notwithstanding—and in an academic environment increasingly enamored with “decolonization” narratives it was irresistible to dismiss Catholic chroniclers as unjustly accusing pagans of human sacrifice. So despite historical and archeological evidence to the contrary, the idea eventually took root that the pagan cultures of northern Europe didn’t engage in human sacrifice. The real barbarians, in this telling, were the rapacious, colonizing Catholics of medieval Germany, not the pagans they eventually converted.

This false narrative has only recently collapsed, but it first began to crumble in 1977 when a Dutch farmer unearthed a major archeological treasure during a routine field-plowing near Tissø, a large freshwater lake in western Denmark. The farmer found what would become known as the Tissø Ring, a tenth-century heavy gold necklace or neck-ring weighing nearly four pounds and measuring nearly a foot in diameter. It was one of the largest gold finds ever discovered in Denmark, and it launched a long series of sporadic archeological digs in the area around the lake. Eventually, researchers began finding jewelry and weapons all up and down the lakeshore. Thousands of artifacts were recovered. Beginning in 1995, annual excavations were conducted in the area until 2003, by which time Tissø had been confirmed as a major archeological site, one of the largest known Viking settlements in northern Europe, a royal residence and compound spread out over a 50-acre site that was inhabited continuously for half a millennium, from about 550 to 1050 A.D. Of the many structures that once stood there, researchers said, were numerous ritual buildings used for pagan sacrifices. In 2011, archeologists discovered one such sacrificial site at the geographic highpoint of Tissø. Among the artifacts they recovered there were human bones.

According to Lars Jørgensen, a research professor in the Danish Antiquity section of the National Museum of Denmark, the discovery at Tissø appeared to be the first hard evidence of human sacrifice among the Vikings—or at least the first hard evidence since the long-neglected findings at Trelleborg. After the 2011 discovery at Tissø, the wells at Trelleborg took on a new significance. Jørgensen and a team of researchers revisited the work done there in the 1930s and added to it, making use of new technologies and methods. They published their findings in 2015, confirming that the two wells first discovered eighty years earlier were indeed sacrificial, that they “contained children’s skeletons, which seem to be deliberate depositions of semi-complete skeletons or limbs. These represent to date the only Danish Viking Age wells with human remains of children.” The animal remains found with the children, they said, clearly had ritual significance. The young goat, for example, “may be seen as a propitiatory sacrifice to honour or appease Thor and to ensure fertility.” The cow and horse remains “may also be interpreted as propitiatory sacrifices, whilst the large-sized high prestige male dog may have served a dual function as a sacrifice to the gods and a conductor for the children.”5

The human remains found at Tissø are not the only recent archeological discovery to lend credence to the long-discredited medieval chronicles. In 2013, Swedish archeologists discovered two rows of unusually large wooden pillars stretching out for a kilometer in Old Uppsala, not far from where Adam of Bremen described the great pagan temple of Uppsala and the sacred grove of trees where the corpses of sacrificial victims were hung. Archeologists believe the pillars were at least twenty-three feet high, consistent with a massive structure. At the bottom of the post-holes they found animal bones, suggesting sacrifices. The area, researchers said, likely contains more colonnades and artifacts that will require further excavations, but the initial findings suggest a large religious structure in more or less the same location Adam of Bremen had described in the eleventh century.6

In light of all this, the medieval chronicles of Bremen and Thietmar perhaps amount to more than mere anti-pagan propaganda or a record of the machinations of Catholic medieval politics. Maybe they were describing real places where human beings, perhaps large numbers of them, including children, were regularly sacrificed to Thor and Odin and other Norse deities. Maybe the pagans of northern Europe really were as bloodthirsty and pitiless as they appear to be in these Catholic chronicles. And maybe the coming of Christianity marked not just the appearance of new political and military power-structure, but an entirely new way of understanding the world, societal and familial relationships, life and death, good and evil, right and wrong.

II

Nearly five centuries after the Swedish king Inge the Elder, a devout Christian, destroyed the pagan temple at Uppsala, Hernán Cortés arrived in the Aztec capitol of Tenochtitlan to scenes of pagan ritual butchery that far surpassed what even the most pious Viking pagans undertook. In the dismal annals of pagan butchery, the Aztecs are in a class with the Carthaginians, who enslaved their neighbors and regularly sacrificed infants to Baal. The difference, aside from the Aztec penchant for ritual cannibalism, is mostly one of scale, and on that count Tenochtitlan surpassed even Carthage. When Cortés and his men first entered the sprawling imperial city, they were greeted by massive racks displaying thousands of human skulls from sacrificial victims at the Templo Mayor, a vast religious complex at the center of the metropolis dominated by a pair of pyramids dedicated to Tlaloc, the god of water and rain, and Huitzilopochtli, the god of war and the sun. The pyramids were flanked by two rounded towers made entirely of human skulls and decomposing heads.

Or so said Andrés de Tapia, a soldier and chronicler who served under Cortés. For many decades his account was dismissed by modern historians as an exaggeration to justify the killing of Emperor Moctezuma II and the subjugation of the Aztec people. Admittedly, the Aztecs engaged in human sacrifice, but surely their pagan rituals were not as bad as the Spanish conquistadors, the real villains, made them out to be. So went the dominant narrative in polite circles, anyway. But in 2015 and 2018, archeological excavations at Templo Mayor, which lies at the center of present-day Mexico City, revealed just what Andrés de Tapia had described. Archeologists first discovered a skull tower there in 2015, unearthing row upon row of human skulls mortared together in a circle, hundreds of them, all arranged to look inward toward the empty center of the tower. Then in 2018 researchers found a basketball court–sized skull rack, a wall of skulls thirty-five meters long and five meters high with wooden poles passed through them, as if to put them on display. These were the racks Cortés and his men had seen on their first visit to the city in 1519. At that time, the bodies of these beheaded victims would have been consumed by Aztec nobles and high-ranking officials in acts of ritual cannibalism, a fact attested to not just by contemporaneous accounts but also by human bones found in Mexico City that archeologists say bear obvious butcher marks.7

As Cortés soon discovered, the extreme violence and depravity of Aztec civilization was based on a cosmology that demanded ritual human sacrifice and cannibalism on a massive scale. Idols of Tlaloc and Huitzilopochtli were housed inside shrines atop each of the main pyramids at Templo Mayor, shrouded from public view. The worship rendered to these pagan deities was straightforwardly evil, the stuff of nightmares. It is not too much to call it demonic, diabolical, wicked. Words fail utterly to capture what the Aztecs did. Before sacrifices were offered to Tlaloc, for example, the ground had to be wetted with human tears, usually the tears of children. To make these child-victims cry, Aztec priests would pull off their fingernails before slaughtering them. These were not rare or one-off occurrences, but part of regular religious rituals. Up until 2018, Templo Mayor had the distinction of being the site of the largest mass child sacrifice event (42 children) in recorded history. The discovery, in April 2018 on Peru’s northern coast, of more than 140 children and 200 young llamas, all of them apparently killed in a single mass ritual sacrifice sometime in the first half of the fifteenth century, currently holds the record. (Unlike the Aztecs, the lesser-known Chimú Empire, which stretched down the Pacific coast and interior valleys from the modern Peru-Ecuador border to Lima, was not previously thought to practice ritual human sacrifice at all. Certainly, the Chimú were not suspected of the mass ritual slaughter of children and young llamas, an event without precedent in the archeological record. Like the Aztecs, though, they appear to have cut out the hearts of their child-victims in a way that one archeologist described as practiced and “very systematic.”8)

Aztec sacrifices to Huitzilopochtli were no less horrifying. The Aztec people considered the sun the source of all life and were perpetually afraid it would go out. The only way to prevent this, they believed, was to appease Huitzilopochtli with daily offerings of human hearts and fresh blood. To ensure the favor of this cruel god, every year during the festival of Panquetzaliztli, held on the winter solstice in honor of Huitzilopochtli’s birth, Aztec priests made an idol of amaranth seeds, held together with honey and human blood, decorated with lavish garments and a golden mask. At the end of the festival the idol was broken apart and eaten. Living sacrificial victims, covered in blue body paint and arrayed in the costume of the god, had their chests cut open with obsidian blades and their still-beating hearts offered to Huitzilopochtli before their bodies were tossed down the steps of the great pyramid.

As shocking as these practices were, perhaps more shocking was the scale at which they were carried out. The machinery of human sacrifice in Tenochtitlan was so vast it consumed some twenty thousand lives a year. Thirty years before the arrival of the Spanish, the newly completed Templo Mayor was commemorated with a four-day festival in which the sacrificial death toll surpassed eighty thousand. To supply the city’s blood-soaked altars with fresh offerings, the Aztec state relied on subjugated neighboring peoples for tribute in the form of victims. So great was the need for victims in Tenochtitlan that Aztec battlefield tactics were often based on the need to capture enemies alive (a weakness, it turns out, that Cortés would eventually exploit to his advantage). The entire Aztec empire and economy under Moctezuma II was, like the Viking kingdoms of northern Europe, built on conquest, plunder, and slaves extracted from client states. At the time of Cortés’s arrival, these subjugated peoples were scattered across most of present-day central Mexico. In the end, they would ally with Cortés to bring down Moctezuma II and take merciless revenge on the Aztecs for generations of enslavement and ritual slaughter.

Unlike the fashionable myth-busting narratives around Viking culture, which for a time were made at least somewhat plausible by the obscurity of a very distant past and the paucity of the archeological record, no such revisionism is really possible with the Aztecs. The historical and archeological record of their appalling brutality is too obvious to dispute or rewrite with any credibility. Modern Mexican elites have not tried to do this, exactly, but they have done much to downplay Aztec atrocities while remaining largely silent on the role Cortés played in putting an end to them. In November 2019, the 500th anniversary of the first meeting of Cortés and Moctezuma II was not marked by paeans to Cortés in the Mexican press, or by museum exhibitions chronicling his exploits, or by public lectures or commemorations marking the quincentenary of his arrival in Mexico. Cortés, arguably the hinge on which modern Mexican history turns, the man who more than any other should be to Mexico what George Washington is to America, was strangely absent from the story that Mexico now tells about itself. The centerpiece of the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City is a cavernous hall of Aztec stone sculptures, vessels, masks, friezes, and altars—a cornucopia of detritus from a vanished civilization whose organizing imperative and ethos was ritual human sacrifice on a grand scale. And yet there is almost nothing in the exhibit to indicate why and how it all ended, except a small display, not much more than a placard, off to the side, next to one of the exits, that mentions Cortés and the arrival of the Spanish in the early sixteenth century. At the National Museum of History, which purports to trace Mexico’s history from the Spanish conquest to the twentieth century, Cortés is barely mentioned at all.

These omissions aren’t so much a defense of the Aztecs as a tacit attempt to blame Cortés for conquering them, as if it were somehow an injustice. Earlier in 2019, ahead of the anniversary, Mexican president Andrés Manuel López Obrador sent a letter to King Felipe VI of Spain and Pope Francis demanding an apology for what he called an “invasion.” “Thousands of people were murdered during that period,” said López Obrador, conveniently omitting the uncounted thousands who were routinely murdered as part of the official Aztec state religion going back centuries. “One culture, one civilization, was imposed upon another to the point that the temples—the Catholic churches were built on top of the ancient pre-Hispanic temples.”9 The request for an apology was flatly rejected by Spain and ignored by the Vatican (Pope Francis, true to form, had already apologized for “crimes committed against the native peoples during the so-called conquest of America” on a trip to Bolivia in 2015).10

But few dared to state the obvious: so far from being a villain, Cortés demonstrated extraordinary moral clarity and moral courage by recognizing Tenochtitlan exactly for what it was and determining, with grim and unrelenting resolve, to destroy it. Lust for Aztec gold, the simplistic and mendacious motive ascribed to Cortés (and all conquistadors) by most modern scholars and commentators, doesn’t sufficiently explain Cortés’s actions. It doesn’t explain why he didn’t simply accept the bribes of gold and treasure Moctezuma II offered him to quit his advance on Tenochtitlan. It doesn’t explain why he risked angering and alienating crucial indigenous allies by destroying their altars and disrupting their own pagan sacrificial ceremonies. It doesn’t explain his patience for an 80-day siege of the city in the summer of 1521 or his order to raze it, both of which were stark manifestations of his determination to stamp out, at whatever cost, an entire social order and political system based on human sacrifice and ritual cannibalism. If Cortés really was the cruel, greedy, murderous figure of popular imagination, he arguably could have attained more gold and glory simply by looking the other way, in either his dealings with Moctezuma II or his Tlaxcalan allies. Many lesser men would have done just that.

Instead, upon landing his ships on Good Friday, 1519, at a place he named Vera Cruz (True Cross), Cortés famously scuttled them, claiming all of Mexico for the Spanish Crown and for God. There would be no turning back. Yes, Cortés sought Aztec gold, but he also sincerely sought the conversion of the indigenous peoples to the Catholic faith. In his second letter to Emperor Charles V, Cortés relates how he tried to explain to Moctezuma II and his officials that “they were deceived in expecting any favors from idols, the work of their own hands, formed of unclean things; and that they must learn there was but one God, the universal Lord of all, who had created the heavens and earth, and all things else, and had made them and us; that He was without beginning and immortal, and they were bound to adore and believe Him, and no other creature or thing.”11 In January 1520, about two months after his arrival in Tenochtitlan, Cortés managed to persuade Moctezuma II, who by then was being held hostage inside his vast palace, to allow the Spaniards to purify Templo Mayor, end all pagan sacrifices, and place there instead an altar, a crucifix, and images of “Our Lady and the Saints.” For the next three months, the Catholic Mass replaced the brutal pagan sacrifices at Templo Mayor—to the great consternation of the Aztec priests and nobles. Whatever other priorities Cortés had at this time, when Moctezuma II was still the titular head of his empire and the Aztec military and religious establishments were still very much intact, he was resolute and swift in his efforts to end, as far as he was able, the demonic butchery around which the Aztec world revolved.

This is not to say Cortés was some kind of proto–human rights activist, or to deny that he was responsible for his own share of death and destruction in the New World. It is simply to say that there was a profound difference between Cortés, a Catholic, and the pagan Aztecs he defeated—and it was not a difference of “guns, germs, and steel,” as Jared Diamond posited in his bestselling 1997 book. Yes, Spanish guns and steel helped at certain points in the armed conflict, but the crucial difference was not technological or martial, it was moral. Above all, it was a difference rooted in Cortés’s Catholic faith, whose moral imperatives would not permit him to countenance or simply ignore the depredations he found in Tenochtitlan. Cortés was the product of a European civilization that had, by virtue of its ancient Christian faith, long ago eradicated the kind of barbaric human sacrifices he found right at the center of Aztec imperial power, and he decided—arguably against his own narrow interests—that whatever else it might cost him, he would crush it.

III

The advance column of a British expeditionary force totaling some twelve hundred men, on its approach to the city of Great Benin on the Ivory Coast of Africa in February 1897, came face to face with the same kind of evil Cortés confronted at Tenochtitlan nearly four centuries earlier. Strewn out along the path ahead of them were freshly killed corpses, victims of a particularly brutal form of ritual human sacrifice performed by city residents hoping to appease their gods and thwart, by divine intervention, the approaching British troops. A surgeon who took part in the expedition, Dr. Felix Norman Roth, recorded some of what he witnessed in his letters home:

As we neared Benin City we passed several human sacrifices, women slaves gagged and pegged on their backs to the ground, the abdominal wall being cut in the form of a cross, and the uninjured gut hanging out. These poor women were allowed to die like this in the sun. Men slaves, with their hands tied at the back and feet lashed together, also gagged, were lying about. As we neared the city, sacrificed human beings were lying in the path and bush—even in the king’s compound the sight and stench of them was awful.12

The British column was on a punitive expedition to Benin after the January 1897 ambush and massacre of James Robert Phillips, the acting consul-general of the Niger Coast Protectorate, and nearly every man in his expedition party. Phillips had sent word to the oba, or king, of Benin that he wished to discuss trade and peace, and was coming for that purpose. The expedition embarked on the journey effectively unarmed; Phillips and his men locked away their revolvers in their luggage so as not to arouse suspicion as they passed through neighboring villages on their days-long journey inland to Benin City. The ambush, later known as the “Benin Massacre,” was carried out by a large force of Benin warriors who attacked the men as they made their way along a single-file trail through the bush, killing everyone in Phillips’s retinue except two Britons who managed to escape and survive their wounds.

One of them, Alan Boisragon, later wrote a harrowing firsthand account of the massacre and described how the attackers immediately beheaded those whom they shot, then pursued the wounded and fleeing for miles through the bush, picking them off one by one:

Turning a corner, I came on the effects of the first volley. On a strip of road about fifteen yards long were the bodies of some six or seven of our unfortunate carriers lying on the road. They must have been shot dead by the first discharge. Their heads had been cut off at once by the Benin men with machêtes.... Impossible as it sounds, one poor chap was sitting on the ground straight up, but with no head.... We decided to try and get back along the fourteen miles of road to Gwatto—a hopeless scheme, as one can see now, as these Benin warriors would have been able to keep in the bush parallel with us, shooting us down as we went along.13

That is more or less exactly what happened, and in the end only Boisragon and another Briton, Ralph Locke, survived, each of them badly wounded. When word of the massacre reached London a week later, a punitive expedition was quickly organized under Rear Admiral Harry Rawson, whose orders were to capture the Benin oba and subdue the city. After ten days of fighting through the same bush where Phillips and his men had been killed—some of the headless corpses Boisragon would later describe in his account were still strewn out along the path—the first British troops reached the outskirts of the city and saw signs of what was to come: two men with their arms tied behind their backs, gagged, and flayed open with their entrails hanging out.

The city itself was much worse. It was as if they had marched into hell. When the first British troops reached the king’s walled compound they were met with the sight of crucified slaves, tied up alive and left to slowly die of thirst and heat. At the base of these crucifixions, wrote Dr. Roth, “the whole ground was strewn with human bones, and decomposing human bodies with heads cut off. A little back from the trees, the bush was filled with dead human bodies in all stages of decomposition, mostly decapitated and blown out by the sun; the mouths were skewered.”14 He goes on to describe an area of about an acre in size, littered with hundreds of skulls and newly dead bodies, all of them sacrificed upon the approach of the British force, tied with their hands behind them and to stakes driven into the ground, some laid facedown, some spread-eagle; “there appeared to have been no rule as to how the killing was to be done.” There were also pits, wrote Roth, full of corpses, of which “the stench was overpowering.” On the afternoon of their arrival:

...we heard faint noises coming from one of these pits, and on sending down a party to ascertain whether any living victims were there, two boys in a very emaciated condition were brought up. One had three curious holes in his head caused by a sacrificial club, and the other had had his neck beaten almost to a pulp by the wooden rattles found on the altars of the juju houses. Both of these lads recovered and stated they had belonged as carriers to Phillips’ ill-fated expedition.15

Another member of the punitive expedition recorded that these pits, seventeen in total, all of them in the vicinity of the king’s palace, were enormous: twelve feet in diameter and forty feet deep. Seven of the pits contained human sacrifices, fifteen to twenty victims in each. Such victims were found by the hundreds “in nearly every portion of the city, some of the bodies being most brutally and cruelly mutilated.”16 The entire city was a charnel house, its pagan altars caked over with human and animal blood.

The oba and many of his chieftains fled the city before the British arrived, and in the chaos that ensued after soldiers entered the city, a fire broke out that they were unable to contain. Much of Benin, including the royal palace, was destroyed. But not before the British looted thousands of intricate bronze statues and ivory carvings from the palace and royal residences on the pretext that the items were to be confiscated to defray the cost of the expedition. As it happened, the quality of the bronze statues and carved ivory taken from Benin was extraordinarily high, and many were sold at auction in London. Previously, Benin had not been known for this artwork, and the items came to be known as “Benin bronzes,” which today are housed at museums and private collections all over the world, some three thousand in all.

In recent years there has been a campaign underway to repatriate these objects to the royal palace in Benin City, now part of Nigeria, as part of a broader worldwide movement to return items taken during colonial wars. The mere existence of the historical British Empire, let alone its presence in Africa in the nineteenth century, is today considered an affront to African peoples and cultures. Apologies and reparations are demanded, and given. In 2021, Germany returned two Benin bronzes to Nigeria, and the following year the Smithsonian returned more than two dozen. Nigeria has called on the British Museum, which has a collection of nearly a thousand Benin bronzes, to follow this example and return the items. In an October 2022 interview, Lai Mohammed, Nigeria’s culture minister, said, “These are not just objects of beauty who have aesthetics. These are artefacts that speak to who we are and that speak to our history, our religion, our values and ethics.”17

If that’s the case, the Benin bronzes speak to a set of values and ethics that the government of Nigeria might not want to embrace openly. Whatever one thinks of Britain’s colonial ventures in Africa, there can be no gainsaying the good the empire did in ending the oba’s reign of terror and eradicating the paganism practiced under his rule. The extent of human sacrifice discovered by the British at Benin City was unusual even for pagan, sub-Saharan African peoples at that time. And although what British troops found was the aftermath of a hasty surge of ritual sacrifice meant to keep them out of the city, the entire Benin calendar going back many generations was ordered around a pagan cycle of human and animal sacrifices intended to ward off sickness and famine, protect the city from intruders, and ensure prosperity. Usually slaves or prisoners were sacrificed, depending on the occasion, but not always. The victims, before being killed, were often commanded to greet the chief god of the Beninese, Ogiuwu, and bring messages and supplications to him in the afterlife, whether for rain or sun, to stave off sickness or invasion, and so on. Crucifixion, mutilation, and ritual slaughter of every conceivable kind were at the center of their religion, which they practiced right to the bitter, horrifying end.

What the British found in Benin at the close of the nineteenth century, in other words, was like something transported forward from ancient Phoenicia thousands of years into the modern industrial era: an entire social order based on ritual human sacrifice for the appeasement of a pantheon of cruel and depraved gods. It was perhaps even worse than what one might have encountered in Tyre and Sidon at the height of Phoenician depravity. Cyril Punch, a British trader who visited Benin in 1889 and again in the 1890s before the punitive expedition, wrote of the kingdom that, “There was no wealth, nor was there even power, except the power of the influence of fetish, and the sense of a spirit of a long past of atrocities, which, if not supernatural, were at any rate unnatural to a degree that is indescribable.”18 Benin paganism and all its attendant horrors were put down, at long last, by the British Empire, whose officers and representatives hailed from a civilization that had been Christian for some thirteen centuries and could recognize abject pagan barbarity when they saw it. Like Cortés, they had no tolerance for such evil, so that when, finally, the paganism of Benin was set against a Christian power, it was wiped out.

Two things stand out about Benin. The first is that its paganism implausibly persisted, more or less in its ancient and gruesome form, for so long into the modern era. Whether this was because of the remoteness of Benin City or because the oba and his people were wary of outsiders, or some combination of these and other factors, we cannot say for sure. But its persistence suggests something indigenous, or at least timeless, about the pagan impulse in the heart of man. Left unchecked or unchallenged by the Christian faith, a society can linger indefinitely in paganism, even paganism of the worst kind. There is no natural evolution out of it, even as technology advances. Had not Saint Boniface and his followers pushed ever onward, sending wave upon wave of missionary monks into Germania and Scandinavia—many of them, like Boniface himself, to be martyred—much of Europe, for all we know, might still languish under some bloody form of pagan religion. It would, at the very least, not enjoy the luxury of Christian inheritances like human rights, which, however attenuated they might be in the second decade of the twenty-first century, are at least still invoked as a defense against the naked aggression of the state.

Benin shows us, at any rate, that there is nothing inherent in human nature that inclines away from paganism and much that inclines toward it, and there is nothing inherent about the development of human societies and cultures that mitigates against even the worst and most violent forms of pagan ritual. The passage of time, even the advent of modernity and the Industrial Revolution, is no cure for the shaman’s bloody altar, no guarantee against the impulse to spill innocent blood for protection or propitiation. Neither is technology or “progress.” Indeed, some of the most technologically advanced pre-Christian pagan empires were among the most brutal, from the Aztecs to the Carthaginians, and even the Romans. The human race did not and could not evolve its way out of paganism; it was dragged out of it, sometimes kicking and screaming, sometimes at the point of a sword, by the Catholic
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