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			Eat Human Flesh 

			An unusual coincidence made “cannibalism” hit the headlines in 2022; it was also trending topic on Twitter and was mentioned as the core of a conspiracy theory. For many it is a taboo, for others it can be a fetish or a fantasy; for some people it is a resource in an extreme situation, for others a (macabre) way to demonstrate power. Many argue that it is simply part of nature and it is one of the practices that has accompanied us since the beginning of humanity. 

			Some fictional characters with cannibalistic tendencies have horrified us, and perhaps one of the most emblematic is Hannibal Lecter from the film The Silence of the Lambs. There are many cases of cannibalism in fiction, and this is not a recent phenomenon: it was already present in Homer’s Odyssey.

			In terms of real cannibalism, there were many emblematic cases: from New York’s “cannibal cop” to the “Rotenberg Cannibal”, from the Donner Party to the survivors of the Andes. There are cases in which cannibalism is practiced to satisfy unthinkable desires, and cases in which people resolve to practice it as a last resort for survival. 

			It is a phenomenon that we cannot ignore: there are tribes that still practice it, it is a behavior that is used among drug cartels or criminal groups to show power, and from time to time a case like that of Armie Hammer pops up, an actor accused of sending cannibalistic messages to different women. 

			There are those who claim that some people are trying to “naturalize” cannibalism and slowly put it on the agenda as part of a conspiracy plan. A New York Times article unleashed a cascade of protests and denunciations: there it was assured that there is a time and place for cannibalism, and that that time seems to be now. 

			Cannibalism among humans is divided into two large groups according to the belonging of the dead to the same social group or not: endocannibalism (eating the remains of friends, relatives or dead members, as a way to honor and venerate them or to “acquire” some virtue from the deceased) and exocannibalism (eating the flesh of enemies either to frighten them or to show superiority, contempt or hatred). 

			There is another classification that divides cannibalism into three, according to the motives behind it: famine cannibalism (practiced in extreme famine situations), ritual cannibalism (practiced in a context of sacrifice, to demonstrate power or for ritual purposes) and gastronomic cannibalism (practice of eating human flesh associated with prehistory).

			A recent book by biologist Bill Schutt explores the subject and suggests that, in addition to being a natural and logical response to overpopulation or shortages situations, in the future humanity could again resort to cannibalism.
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			Anthropophagy 

			Cannibalism is the practice of feeding on members of one’s own species, and this is valid for any species. The word for the practice of humans feeding on other human beings is “anthropophagy”, although certainly “cannibalism” is much more widely used. Now, where does the term “cannibal” or “cannibalism” come from? The term is a deformation of Caribbean, and dates back to the time of the discovery of America. It is assumed that Caribbean was transformed into Caniba or Cariba of the Taino language, which was part of the Arawak ethnic group that inhabited the Antilles in pre-Columbian times.

			For the Kalinago (later called the Caribs, who inhabited northern Colombia, part of Venezuela and the Lesser Antilles), the term cannibal meant “daring”, while for the Arawak it meant “enemy”. Europeans transformed it with a new meaning: “eaters of human flesh”.

			The account about the “cannibals” that Christopher Columbus would have found on his arrival in America, more precisely on the island of Hispaniola, has been widely discussed. When he returned to Europe with reports of cannibalism, he had no evidence of it. “Cannibalism” was used as proof of the savagery and dangerousness of the natives, and all this as a justification for enslaving them (at first, they enslaved about 1,500 natives).

			As will be seen later, the practice of eating other human beings was not “new” on the European continent. However, what was new was the fact of killing or exerting violence to obtain that body, since the practice of consumption of human parts in Europe was made from dead corpses. Therefore, the story of the conquerors claiming that natives performed violent murders followed by cannibalism, aroused great horror and fear in the Old Continent.

			As historians established, these accusations of cannibalism were not based on evidence or first-hand accounts, but on cross-accusations by settler groups, on prejudices or interpretations of the colonizers. There were a few first-person accounts, such as that of Hans Staden, who in 1557 recounted in his chronicles the long years he was in captivity of the Tupinambá tribe, in Brazil, all the feasts he had witnessed. Broadly speaking, the narrative that was constructed about how savage, violent and dangerous the natives were allowed or justified, in some way, the brutal conquest that took place. 
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