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PREFACE


And Cain talked with Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him.” Such are the details of the first murder in the Judeo-Christian world. Motive? Unclear. Means? Unclear. Penalty? Unclear. The killing of Abel by Cain has been called “the first genocide.”1 Half of mankind slays the other half.


Several millennia later, not much has changed. Despite an ocean of words about violence—its origins, course, and prevention—something has gone virtually unrecognized: its primal form is fratricide. This observation contradicts both common sense and the collective wisdom of teachers and preachers, who declaim that we fear—and sometimes should fear—the “other,” the dangerous stranger. Citizens and scholars alike believe that enemies lurk in the street and beyond the street, where we confront a “clash of civilizations” with foreigners who challenge our way of life.


The truth is more unsettling. It is not so much the unknown that threatens us but the known. We disdain and attack our brothers—our kin, our acquaintances, our neighbors—whom we know well, perhaps too well. We know their faults, their beliefs, their desires, and we distrust them because of that. The most common form of violence is violence between acquaintances or neighbors or kindred communities within nations—civil wars writ large and small. From assault to genocide, from assassination to massacre, violence usually emerges from inside the fold rather than outside it. A Hindu nationalist assassinated Mohandas Gandhi, “the father” of India (as Nehru called him) and a pioneer of nonviolent politics. An Egyptian Muslim assassinated Anwar Sadat, the president of Egypt and a recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. An Israeli Jew assassinated Yitzhak Rabin, the Israeli prime minister and also a recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. Each of these assassins was a good son of his country and religion.


Civil wars are generally more savage and bear more lasting consequences than state-versus-state wars, and they increasingly characterize contemporary strife. Many more died in the American Civil War—at a time when the U.S. population was a tenth of what it is today—than in any other American conflict; its long-term effects probably surpass those of the others as well. Major bloodletting of the twentieth century—hundreds of thousands to millions of deaths—occurred in civil wars such as the Russian Civil War, the Chinese Civil War of 1927–37 and 1945–49, and the Spanish Civil War. In Iraq today—leaving aside causes and blame—the number of people killed in sectarian warfare between Sunnis and Shiites far exceeds the number slain by foreign troops. “By any definition, Iraq is already in a state of civil war,” stated two political scientists in 2007.2 The ongoing civil wars in the Democratic Republic of the Congo have already caused millions of deaths, with the world taking little notice.


World War II, a signal example of twentieth-century international conflict, also presents a paradigmatic case of fratricide: the extermination of the Jews. Anti-Semitism as it developed in Germany (and Austria) did not target a bizarre or foreign population. On the contrary. The German Jews were extraordinarily well assimilated and successful. They were the very opposite of outsiders. In the professions of law, medicine, journalism, science, music, and banking, they belonged to the establishment. German anti-Semitism targeted neighbors, not strangers.


The situation in Eastern Europe, where most Jews lived and most of the slaughter took place, did not always differ from that of Western Europe. Many Eastern European Jews were integral to society. A film by the Polish documentary filmmaker Agnieszka Arnold, Where Is My Older Brother, Cain?, revisited the killing of the Jews in Jedwabne, a small town in northeastern Poland. Excellent relations had prevailed between Jews and Poles in that region. “Everybody was on a first-name basis,” recalled a resident interviewed by Arnold.3 But one summer day in 1941 half of the population killed the other half, the entire Jewish population of approximately 1,600 people; the Jews were mainly herded into a barn, which was set afire. The Princeton historian Jan T. Gross, who investigated the mass murder, titled his account Neighbors.4


The extermination of European Jews prefigures more recent mass killings—in Cambodia, in Bosnia, in Rwanda—perpetrated not by foreigners but by neighbors. Serbs and Muslims lived together for centuries in Bosnia and had intermarried and worked together. Even to one another, Hutus and Tutsis in Rwanda were not clearly distinguishable. As the French Africanist Gérard Prunier put it, the Rwandan genocide possessed a “neighborly quality” and proceeded “home-by-home.” He suggests that in order to fathom it, “one should imagine a world in which many of the German SS would have had Jewish relatives”—a perspective that subverts the conventional idea that genocide arises from hatred of the “other.”5 This notion is almost exactly wrong. The German Christians and the German Jews, the Serbs and the Muslims, the Iraqi Sunni and the Shiites, the Hutus and the Tutsi knew each other well. Fratricide does not arise from a lack of understanding. Its origins may be just the opposite.


On the fifth anniversary of September 11, 2001, a news article reported that during the previous year homicides in the United States had increased to about seventeen thousand.6 We obsess about strangers piloting airplanes into our buildings, but in the United States in 2005 six times the number killed in the World Trade Center were murdered on the streets or inside our own homes and offices. The news of the uptick in homicides—a 4.8 percent increase—received virtually no attention, perhaps for obvious reasons. Its news value was hardly comparable to that of suicidal bombers and their victims. The murders stretched out over a year and across the country; in kind and degree they also recur more or less each year.


These regular losses serve to remind us that the majority of criminal violence takes place between people who know each other. Domestic violence speaks for itself. Cautious citizens may push for better street lighting, but they are much more likely to be assaulted, even killed, in the light of the kitchen by someone familiar than in a parking garage by a complete stranger. A study of homicides in New York City from 2003 to 2005 found that three-quarters of the perpetrators knew their victims.7 National crime reports confirm that the majority of homicides happen between friends or associates. For rape and assault, the numbers tilt even more toward the familiar. You have more to fear from a spouse, an ex-spouse, or a coworker than you do from someone you don’t know.8 City gangs overwhelmingly target other city gangs, a few blocks away.9 Like, not unlike, prompts violence.


Where I live in Los Angeles, the public schools look forbidding. High chain-link fences almost entirely surround them. During the day a police car lingers in front of the entrance to the high school. The fear, of course, is of an eruption of violence, but school violence does not usually emanate from intruders. Who is kept out by the fences? The police in the idling car hope to deter the students inside the school.


The proposition that violence derives from kith and kin overturns a core belief that we assault and are assaulted by those who are strangers to us. If this were so, the solution would be at hand. Get to know the stranger. Talk with the stranger. Reach out. The cure for violence is better communication, perhaps better education. Study foreign cultures and peoples. Unfortunately, however, our brother, our neighbor, enrages us precisely because we understand him. Cain knew his brother—he “talked with Abel his brother”—and slew him afterward.


If threat emerges not from the strange but from the familiar, is it nonetheless possible that the strange and familiar may be connected? Sigmund Freud argued this some time ago. He contended that the link between the German words for “uncanny” (unheimlich) and “familiar” (heimlich) suggests an inner connection between the two. What frightens us as strange might be something eerily familiar. The work of Freud may help to chart the underground sources of fratricidal violence. We hate the neighbor we are enjoined to love. Why? Perhaps small disparities between people provoke greater hatred than do the large ones. Freud introduced the phrase “the narcissism of minor differences” to describe this phenomenon. He noted that “it is precisely the little dissimilarities in persons who are otherwise alike that arouse feelings of strangeness and enmity between them.”10


Freud first broached the narcissism of minor differences in “The Taboo of Virginity,” an essay in which he also took up the “dread of woman.” Is it possible that these two notions are linked? That the narcissism of minor differences, the instigator of enmity, arises from differences between the sexes? The literary and philosophical critic René Girard may also help illuminate the menace posed by the familiar. His work has long centered on what he has called “mimetic desire” and its relationship to violence. Girard challenges the usual inclination to prize likeness in society. “In human relationships words like sameness and similarity evoke an image of harmony,” he writes.11 But for Girard similarity leads to aggression and rivalry. Not differences but their absence is the danger.


These ideas of similarity and its discontents run against the common understanding of global conflict. We like to believe that world hostilities are driven by antagonistic principles about how society should be constituted. To hold that differences of scale—relative economic deprivation, for instance—not substance divide the world seems to trivialize the stakes. Rather, we prefer the scenario of clashing civilizations, such as the hostility between Western and Islamic cultures. Presumably fundamentalist Muslims advance tenets that conflict with those of the West. Perhaps extremist Muslim anger, however, stems not from differences between the two cultures but from their diminution. What infuriates these fundamentalists is not the West’s distance from them but its encroachment; they seethe at copying Western society. Osama bin Laden rails at Muslims for “imitating” Westerners. “The Jews and Christians have tempted us with the comforts of life and its cheap pleasures and invaded us with their materialistic values.”12


The subject of violence has generated a library of books and studies. Scholars usually distinguish interpersonal violence such as homicide and rape from collective violence such as wars and riots. Historians like to look at particulars—this murder, that war—and wind up with slender conclusions. Sociologists and political scientists like to look at multiple events and wind up with many conclusions, usually self-evident and jargonized. “My aim is a general theory of violence as situational process,” writes one sociologist, who considered thirty varieties from muggings to sports hooliganism. “All kinds of violent confrontations have the same basic tension … called non-solidarity entrainment.”13


Of late the sociobiological approach to violence, never completely out of fashion, has returned with a vengeance. Almost fifty years ago Konrad Lorenz’s On Aggression and Robert Ardrey’s The Territorial Imperative proposed biology-driven theories of violence. Advances in genetics and evolutionary biology have given new force to this perspective. Psychology as well has embraced biology and chemistry. Psychoanalysis, which overthrew the biological, has in its turn been overthrown by the biological. Psychological ailments, it is now believed, mainly derive from chemical imbalances in the brain. Psychiatrists rarely analyze their patients; they write prescriptions for them.14


Darwinian thought, with its emphasis on the struggle for survival, is on the ascent in political and social studies. The sociobiological theories emphasize a heritable propensity for violence at both the individual and the social level. A book on foreign policy subtitled On the Evolutionary Origins of War and Ethnic Conflict harnesses Darwin to global strife. “The time is right,” states political scientist Bradley A. Thayer, “to bring Darwin into the study of international relations.”15 In an encyclopedic study of war, the Israeli scholar Azar Gat defends an evolutionary perspective. “There is nothing special about deadly human violence and war,” he writes. For Gat, “throughout nature” violent competition is “the rule.”16 Meanwhile, studies of criminal violence invoke genetics. A well-regarded book on homicide in the United States by historian Randolph Roth closes with the primatologist Frans de Waal declaring that humans have by nature an unparalleled capacity for violence.17


There is nothing in this book about Darwin or DNA. The biological may indeed play a role in violence—it plays a role in everything—but it is not my focus. I am wedded to history, but I want to do more than string together events or facts. I will not pretend that I am reinventing the wheel. But perhaps I am nudging the vehicle in a new direction. I am putting together histories and reflections in order to expose the fratricidal roots of violence. I offer some ideas about these as they pertain to such twentieth-century configurations as German anti-Semitism and Islamic terrorism. In the following chapters I say nothing more about criminal and domestic violence, whose fratricidal dimension seems obvious.


Bloodlust is an essay, not a tome. I want to suggest, not foreclose; provoke, not pronounce. I look with awe, even envy, on the seven volumes and three thousand pages of William T. Vollmann’s Rising Up and Rising Down, which explore violence and its justification.18 If it fell off a high shelf—not impossible in Vollmann’s earthquake-prone California—his compendium could easily kill someone, a contretemps he probably discusses somewhere. In volume one he writes about ornamental daggers; in volume three, boiling lobsters; in volume six, Apache suicides. My pages could vanish without a trace inside his. I salute his omnivorous intellect, but my working principle differs from his: prune away rather than pile on.


This book dips in and out of history, but it remains an essay—an effort to shed light on the origins of violence. In no way do I propose a universal theory of violence, nor do I present solutions. What I offer is occasional illumination and understanding, perhaps a mixed blessing. In dictionaries as in life, apprehension is linked to apprehensive. And yet, to quote T. W. Adorno, “thought is happiness, even where it defines unhappiness.”19 In thinking about the bad, we reach for the good.
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May 2010




BLOODLUST





1

“KINSMEN, NEIGHBORS, AND COMPATRIOTS”


Shortly before sunrise on Saturday, March 27, 1546, Alfonso Díaz, a Spaniard and minor officiant at the Vatican, arrived in Neuburg on the Danube, a village outside Augsburg, Germany. His brother, Juan, was in Neuburg to supervise the printing of a book by a leading architect of the Protestant Reformation. Like virtually all Spaniards, Juan had begun life as a Catholic, but during his studies in Paris he drew close to the Protestants and eventually moved to Strasbourg, a Calvinist stronghold, to join them. Alfonso had remained in the Church.


Alfonso and a companion approached the inn where Juan was staying. They carried a letter for him.1 As his companion rapped on the door, Alfonso stood out of sight. The servant who answered the door was instructed to awaken Juan, because of an urgent message from his brother. A first-person account by one Claudio Senarcleo describes the scene. “Juan was asleep in a room with me, when the young domestic came in and awakened him. He jumped out of bed, clad only in a light nightgown, and went into the front room to receive the ‘messenger’ with Alfonso’s letter.” Alfonso stayed hidden from view as Juan received the letter. “Dawn was beginning to break, and Juan went over to the window to read it.”


Alfonso stated in the letter that Juan was not safe in Neuburg; he was the object of a plot, and he should leave immediately. Senarcleo’s account continues:


While his attention was thus engaged, the assassin took out the hatchet he carried hidden inside his jacket and plunged it up to the handle into the right side of Juan’s head, near the temple. In an instant all the sensory organs in the brain were destroyed, so that Juan could not utter a sound. So as not to disturb any of us with the sound of a falling body, the assassin caught Juan’s body and eased it quietly to the floor, where it lay with the hatchet protruding from the head. All this was done so quickly and silently that none of us knew anything about it.2


Events three months earlier had set the fratricide in motion. As part of the Protestant contingent, Juan Díaz had attended a colloquy to hammer out religious unity in German states riven by the Reformation. (Like other such conferences, it ended in failure.)3 At this gathering Juan had encountered an old Spanish acquaintance, Pedro de Malvenda, a member of the Catholic delegation, who was shocked to discover Juan among the Protestants. “What! Juan Díaz in Germany, and in the company of Protestants! … No, I am deceived; it is a phantom before me, resembling Díaz, indeed, in stature and in feature, but it is a mere empty image!”4


For Malvenda, Spain was the national embodiment of Catholicism. “To conquer one Spaniard,” he reportedly declared, “was more momentous … than to win ten thousand Germans or numberless proselytes from other nations.” Díaz must not “destroy the purity of the word ‘Spanish.’” At the conference he sought in vain to bring Díaz back into the Church. He begged him to confess his sins and ask for repentance from Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor and (as Carlos I) King of Spain. Malvenda also alerted Alfonso Díaz in Rome; he had known little of his brother’s religious peregrinations and at once hurried to Juan’s side. Senarcleo reports that Juan


was touched by this sign of fraternal love … and he received Alfonso with great respect and affection. Alfonso told Juan how he had made the long and arduous journey from Rome to persuade Juan to give up his heresy and return with Alfonso to Rome and the true faith. He spoke of the dangers of persisting in his heresy, and of the dishonor Juan was bringing to the family name.5


Juan could not be convinced. Alfonso then sought to persuade him at least to return to Spain, where he might practice his new faith among his countrymen. Juan “was sorely tempted to follow the advice of his brother whom he loved.” However, he conferred with colleagues who counseled against it. They feared he would be persecuted and even arrested. They could have been right. By the 1540s the Inquisition in Spain had turned its attention from the so-called conversos—Jews who converted to Christianity—to Christians who had fallen under the influence of Luther, Erasmus, and other reformers. Juan would be a tempting target.6


Faced with this refusal, Alfonso made the decision to kill his brother, an act he may well have contemplated as soon as he heard of Juan’s apostasy. He withdrew with his associate to a village a few miles away. They dined with a priest and visited a local carpenter, with whom they evaluated an array of hatchets. “The carpenter produced several,” Senarcleo reports, “which they carefully hefted for efficiency, finally choosing one which they thought would be satisfactory, i.e., small enough to hide under a coat.”


The murder of Juan Díaz by his brother provoked Protestant outrage and Catholic applause. The Spanish humanist Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda wrote that news of the murder was “disagreeable to none of our countrymen.”7 Of course, the Protestants did not see it that way. As a leading Protestant reformer, Martin Bucer, declared in his preface to Senarcleo’s chronicle, the “generation of Cain” tracked down Juan Díaz, who was “killed with exquisite perfidy by his twin and only brother.”8 Bucer was not alone in his reference to Cain and Abel. Senarcleo’s title translates as “The True Story of the Death of the Spaniard, Saint Juan Díaz, whom His Blood Brother Nefariously Murdered, Having Followed the Example of the First Parricide Cain as He Did to His Own Brother Abel.”9 Accounts of the murder often allude to Cain. John Foxe’s popular sixteenth-century Book of Martyrs called this “terrible murder” something that “was never heard of since the first example of Cain who, for religion, slew his own brother Abel.”10


After the murder, Alfonso and his hired assassin fled, but they were captured. Judicial machinations by the emperor and the pope obtained their release.11 The murder then vanished from history, remembered, if at all, in passing, in histories of sixteenth-century Spain and the Inquisition, old compilations of Protestant martyrdom, and oddball story collections for young Christians.12


Twenty-six years after Díaz killed Díaz, Paris was in a festive mood. French Protestants—or Huguenots—and French Catholics had been warring for decades, bloodying the country. But a celebration scheduled for August 18, 1572, promised reconciliation. Catherine de Medici, the mother of the Catholic king of France, Charles IX, had arranged for her daughter Margaret of Valois to marry the Protestant Henri, King of Navarre, a union that might heal France by ending the bloodletting between Christians. All the leading Huguenots arrived to join in the festivities. In her memoirs, Margaret recalled the wedding as a glorious occasion.


I was set out in a most royal manner; I wore a crown on my head with the ‘coet’, or regal close gown of ermine, and I blazed in diamonds. My blue-coloured robe had a train to it of four ells in length, which was supported by three princesses. A platform had been raised, some height from the ground, which led from the Bishop’s palace to the Church of Notre-Dame. It was hung with cloth of gold; and below it stood the people in throngs to view the procession…. We were received at the church door by the Cardinal de Bourbon, who officiated for that day, and pronounced the nuptial benediction.13


Among the prominent Huguenot guests was their military leader, Admiral Gaspard de Coligny. He wrote to his wife, “Today the marriage of Madame the King’s sister and the King of Navarre was celebrated. The next few days will be passed in feasting and in presenting masques and combats.”14 But “the next few days” proved something less than celebratory. On August 22, a would-be assassin shot and gravely wounded Coligny. The shooter escaped. Who sent him? We still do not know, but it seems he was linked to the Catholic House of Guise.15 With the attempted assassination of the Huguenot leader, Paris turned tense. Charles’s brother advised Coligny to assemble his friends and supporters in case of further trouble.


At this point, historians and participants differ as to who orchestrated what.16 Perhaps the king’s council feared a Huguenot reprisal and to prevent it decided to slaughter its leaders in the capital the next day. Perhaps—and this is what contemporary Protestants believed—a plan to kill them had already been drawn up. After all, hadn’t they been lured to the city for the nuptials and then locked inside as the city gates closed? One sixteenth-century chronicler believed that the “things that followed” proved the strategy had been hatched long ago. “For those whiche might haue by flight escaped out of the suburbs were nowe holden fast inough, being enclosed not only within the walles of the towne, but also within the compasse of one narrow strete.”17


In any event, “Sometime in the afternoon or evening of 23 August it was agreed that the Huguenot leaders must die,” reports the historian Barbara Diefendorf. They had just been wined and dined in the Louvre but now were targeted to be killed. As the nineteenth-century French historian Jules Michelet put it, “The dinner companions and associates of last night, the officers and captains of the guard, were to be their executioners in the morning.”18 Did Catherine de Medici, who engineered the marriage of her daughter to a Protestant king to bring peace to France, support this plan? Who played the key role? “The truth will never be known,” Diefendorf concludes. “Everyone who was party to these events had reason later to lie.”19 There are no independent sources. Many key documents were destroyed. The nineteenth-century historian Lord Acton, who examined the role of Austria, Italy, and the pope in the massacre, noted the missing evidence. “No letters written from Paris at the time have been found in the Austrian archives,” he wrote in an essay, “The Massacre of St. Bartholomew.” “In the correspondence of thirteen agents of the House of Este at the Court of Rome, every paper relating to the event has disappeared. All the documents of 1572, both from Rome and Paris, are wanting in the archives of Venice. In the Registers of many French towns the leaves which contained the records of August and September in that year have been torn out.”20


Before dawn on August 24, the feast of St. Bartholomew—with more wedding celebrations planned for that day and those following—the bells of Saint-Germain l’Auxerrois, the parish church of the French monarchy, began to peal. That was the signal. The city gates had already been shut. The young duke of Guise, twenty-two years old, head of the hard-line French Catholics, led an armed militia to Coligny’s quarters, where they broke into his second-story bedroom. As the duke waited below, his men slew Coligny, who reportedly said that he wished it were “a man rather than this dirty adolescent who causes my death.” The duke demanded proof that the deed was done and his followers—a motley collection of French and foreign soldiers—hurled the body from the window into the street. With Coligny’s identity confirmed, the duke sent his men off to dispatch the other Huguenots.21


The day began, but did not end, with the murder of several dozen Huguenot leaders in their beds. The killing of the Protestant elite triggered a general massacre. Over the next few days rabid Catholics tracked down Protestants throughout Paris. With great ferocity mobs ferreted out Huguenots and hacked them to death. To what extent this bloodbath was expected and organized or spontaneous and unanticipated remains vigorously contested by both contemporary and later commentators. One Mathurin Lussault was killed the moment he opened his door on the evening of the twenty-fourth. When his son came downstairs after him, he too was stabbed, and died in the street. Lussault’s wife tried to escape by jumping out of a second-story window and broke both her legs. She was discovered in a neighbor’s yard and the mob “dragged her by the hair a long way through the streets, and spying the gold bracelets on her arms, without having the patience to unfasten them, cut off her wrists.” Impaled on a spit, her corpse was paraded through Paris before being thrown into the Seine.22 In three days several thousand Protestants were slain in Paris. After that the bloodletting spread to the provinces, where tens of thousands died. “I am sure that the wild beasts are kinder than those in human form,” concluded one Protestant observer of the rampage. He noted that “Huguenot-hunting” had become a popular pastime.23


The St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre stands even today as a symbol of religious vengeance, as well as fratricidal violence. Two centuries later Voltaire, a sworn critic of religious sectarianism, claimed he took ill every year on its anniversary. Some points, however, are still worth making about these events. The conflict was especially brutal, because—not in spite of—the fact that the participants were neighbors. This lesson is difficult to acknowledge. Kinship produced enmity, not affection. In Paris in 1572 neighbors savaged neighbors. These people knew one another—or at least were accustomed to passing one another in the street. They were not strangers or foreigners. As with the Díaz brothers—indeed, as is frequently the case in history—proximity engendered not warmth but rage.


The slaughter cannot be discounted as solely an irrational effusion of popular anger, since it found approval among the learned and the powerful.24 King Charles and his mother both commended the mayhem. The Church was delighted by it. The papal nuncio in Paris, Anton Maria Salviati, wrote that he “desired to fling himself at the pope’s feet for joy.” He was pleased that God had promoted the true faith “so honorably” and that the French monarchy had been able to “extirpate the poisonous roots with such prudence.”25


A Swiss monk at a Jesuit college in Paris reported to his abbot: “I do not think that I shall weary you in telling you at length of an occurrence as unexpected as it is helpful to our cause, one that not only captures the world’s admiration but also raises it to the highest pitch of joy.” He assured the abbot that he could “rejoice” with confidence because the information derived from “unimpeachable sources.” He described “an immense slaughter” that filled the Seine with “naked and horribly maltreated bodies.” All the Protestant booksellers “who could be found” had been killed and “thrown naked into the waters.” Petrus Ramos, a Huguenot philosopher, who “leapt from an upper story bedroom,” floated unclothed in the river, his body “pierced” by many daggers. “In a word, there is no one (not excepting the women) who is not killed or wounded.” The monk was filled with gratitude. “Everyone agrees in praising the prudence and magnanimity of the king, who, having as it were fattened the heretics like cattle with his kindness and indulgence, has suddenly had their throats slit by his soldiers.”26


The news of the massacre pleased Pope Gregory XIII no end. The guns of Castel Sant’Angelo were fired, and Rome was illuminated for three days. A thanksgiving mass was celebrated and the pope thanked God for having “granted the Catholic people a glorious triumph over a perfidious race.”27 A papal medal was struck to commemorate the occasion; it showed Gregory on one side and on the other an exterminating angel with a sword attacking a fleeing foe.28 It was inscribed “Ugonottorum Strages. 1572,” or “Huguenots Slaughtered 1572.”29 Nor was that all. Adjoining the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican Palace, the Sala Regia had just been built. The room was intended to serve as the pope’s principal audience chamber, where he would meet ambassadors and other diplomats. No commission, however, had been awarded for decoration of the wall behind the throne.


This task was now assigned to the painter and architect Giorgio Vasari, with instructions to honor the glorious killing of the heretical Huguenots.30 Vasari painted three frescoes titled Massacre of the Huguenots. The first shows the attempted assassination of Coligny; the second, titled The Slaughter of Coligny and His Men, shows the admiral thrown from a balcony while his followers are hacked to death; and the third, Charles IX before Parliament, shows the king approving the murder.


The art historian Philipp Fehl has noted that these frescoes have been oddly neglected by commentators. Even “guide books to the Vatican pass them over or, at best, barely mention their subject.”31 Evidence of this point can be found in the classic Catholic Encyclopedia, where the paintings receive a brief and sanitized mention. The Encyclopedia notes that Gregory XIII engaged Vasari to paint scenes “commemorative” of “the triumph of the Most Christian King over the Huguenots.” In its description of the room, it states that the “very powerful frescoes” represent “momentous turning-points in the life of the Church” but offers no more information.32 Acton, himself a Catholic, remarked that “the shameful scene may still be traced upon the wall, where, for three centuries, it has insulted every pontiff that entered the Sistine Chapel.”33 Another historian has observed that the Sala Regia, with its gloating frescoes, has become something of “an embarrassment” to the Vatican nowadays, and is rarely opened to the public.34


The slaughter pitted Christian against Christian, Frenchman against Frenchman. As Michelet wrote, the conflict consisted of “neighbor against neighbor, people who knew each other.”35 The rise of the Huguenots had in fact split families, alienating parents from their children and brothers from brothers. “Families like the Budés and Hotmans were set against one another,” the historian Donald Kelley observes of two leading French families. “While François Hotman and his son Jean were serving Protestant interests abroad, for example, his brothers and cousins in Paris were actively supporting the Catholic League.”36 François Hotman himself remarked that “learned men” had read “many histories” but none contained comparable tales of internecine violence. In the past, “cruelties” had been visited upon “foreigners and strangers,” but now French citizens attacked one another.37


Fratricidal struggles often tap deep reservoirs of fury. This too, though difficult to accept, marks civil strife across the ages. “No one can imagine the rage and frenzy of those who slaughtered,” reported the Venetian ambassador in Paris.38 Coligny’s head was cut off, the body butchered, and the remains dragged through the streets and then strung up for all to view. “Away with him, cut off his head and handes,” runs a couplet from Christopher Marlowe’s The Massacre at Paris, “And send them for a present to the Pope.”39 To this day learned scholars discuss the actual disposition of the head, which seems to have disappeared.40 (The rumor that the head was delivered to the pope, which Marlowe might have believed, has no basis.) The Parisian crowd specialized in castrating corpses and slicing open pregnant women. “They spared neither the women nor the children,” reported an admirer.41 The Venetian ambassador found it “strange and barbarous to see people in every street composedly, deliberately committing acts of cruelty upon inoffensive fellow-countrymen, often acquaintances, even relations.”42


The Venetian ambassador had it right: the massacre of the Huguenots was barbarous. In these years a series of words—barbarian, savages, massacre, and cannibal—were coined or redefined and brought to bear on the European religious civil wars. Barbarian, from the Greek, originally referred to anyone who wasn’t Greek. By extension it designated foreigners or persons who were culturally and linguistically strange. The term came home, however, in the sixteenth century. Barbarian moved from describing the foreign inhabitants of the New World to those subduing them and finally to Protestants and Catholics of the Old World who were murdering one another.


The discovery of the New World had prompted a controversy about the nature of its natives that would last for centuries. With frequent references to Aristotle, sixteenth-century theologians argued as to whether the indigenous people were barbarians, natural slaves, or innocent souls.43 Some of the earliest observers of the Spanish colonizers, however, came to a separate conclusion. The great Dominican priest Bartolomé de las Casas had been a typical colonist in Hispaniola (now Haiti and the Dominican Republic) but underwent a conversion to emerge as a defender of the native Indians, a role that became his career. In 1550 he debated the Spanish humanist Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, who had welcomed the murder of Juan Díaz and now defended the conquest and enslavement of the Indians.44 Las Casas did not believe in concessions or compromise. “I will show that the Reverend Doctor Sepúlveda … is wrong in law in everything,” Las Casas stated, and also wrong “in fact” about everything.


Las Casas followed the style of the day inasmuch as he demarcated, in the spirit of Aristotle, the types of barbarians. For Sepúlveda the barbarian status of the natives justified Spanish domination. The title of one of his essays on the subject captures this sentiment. He supported the papal decree “Which Gives the Catholic Kings … Authority to Conquer the Indies and Subject Those Barbarians, and by This Means Convert Them to the Christian Religion and Submit Them to Their Empire and Jurisdiction.”45


Las Casas, however, turned the term barbarian against the civilizers. “Barbarian in the loose and broad sense of the word,” he wrote, “means any cruel, inhuman and merciless man acting against human reason … so that … he becomes … unbearably cruel, and plunges into crimes that only the wildest beast of the forest would commit.” Las Casas found this definition inapplicable to the Indians but fit for the Spaniards, who unleashed “massacres” against the harmless indigenes. “In the absolutely inhuman things they have done to those [Indian] nations,” he wrote, “they have surpassed all other barbarians.” He did not mince words. “The Spaniards who have maltreated the Indians … with so many massacres, and evils … are barbarians and worse than barbarians.”46


Nor did Las Casas shrink from giving details to his readers. His Devastation of the Indies (1542) described gratuitous dismemberments and torture of the Indians. A Spaniard “summons” a hundred Indians and they come “like sheep.” “He commands his soldiers to decapitate thirty or forty of the Indians” and warns the others that the same fate awaits them “if you do not serve me well” or if they try to escape. “Could anything,” asks Las Casas, “be uglier, more horrible, more inhuman than this?” He cites sworn first-person testimonies of priests: “I affirm that with my own eyes I saw Spaniards cut off the nose, hands and ears of Indians, male and female, without provocation, merely because it pleased them…. I have seen Spaniards urge their dogs to tear Indians to pieces, this I have seen many times.”47


Who were the barbarians? For Las Casas, Christians can be barbarians if they “manifest fierceness, wildness, savagery, and cruelty.” Others too would come to this conclusion. The lawyer and humanist Alonso de Zorita, who wrote one of the earliest descriptions of Aztec life, also turned the intellectual tables. There was no “reason for calling” the Indians “barbarians,” he wrote a few years after Las Casas, since they were both innocent and able to learn. “Let those who call them barbarians consider that by the same token they could call ‘barbarians’ the Spaniards.”48


In the wake of the religious wars, the word seemed apt for all of Europe. The St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre and wider French civil wars from 1562 to 1598 were marked by a violence previously unseen or unremembered. Huguenots as well as Catholics participated in dismemberments, infanticide, even cannibalism. Richard Vestegan, a Catholic Dutch-English writer, published Theatre of the Cruelties on the Heretics of Our Time (1587), an account of horrific Protestant violence. It included detailed engravings of Protestants disemboweling Catholics, mutilating priests, and knifing pregnant women. One image depicts the Huguenots feeding an eviscerated Catholic to farm animals.49


Contemporary witnesses concluded that barbarism had arrived in France. For years, observed a French Protestant of the civil strife, “not strangers” but Frenchmen were killing Frenchmen. “The father kills his son, the son his father, the brother his brother, and the parent his parent.”50 A modern French historian summarizes eyewitness accounts and concludes, “Barbarism was no longer something far away or distant; it was among the French themselves.” The concept underwent a “radical upheaval” and no longer pertained to a phenomenon distant in time or place.51 A sixteenth-century Protestant pamphleteer accused the king of violating “the bonds of nature and humanity, which the very barbarians will never do.”52


The words massacre and cannibal also entered common parlance during these years and reflected the European internecine wars. Massacre, a French word, had originally referred only to a butcher’s chopping block, but the religious wars bestowed on it a new meaning, which the English adopted from the French.53 A Protestant account of a 1572 slaughter in Lyon—in the wake of the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre—claimed that when soldiers and the official executioner refused to slay imprisoned Huguenots, the governor enlisted seamen and butchers to do the job. “Those fellows went to it with chopping knives and butchers’ axes” and “for sport” cut off fingers and hands.54 The Oxford English Dictionary reports that massacre in its present sense was first used in 1578 in connection with the Parisian violence. This association endured. Marlowe probably picked up the word from Huguenots who fled France for England; he incorporated it in several of his plays, most notably The Massacre of Paris.55


Cannibal too bears the traces of civil strife, and it remains a contested term among anthropologists.56 The word derives from the Spanish Canibales, a form of the name Caribes, and dates from the voyage of Columbus, who characterized (and perhaps mischaracterized) the Caribs, inhabitants of the islands in the Caribbean, as man-eaters. An influential report of New World cannibalism originated from a visit to the New World by a Frenchman. Jean de Léry’s History of a Voyage to the Land of Brazil, an account of a French Protestant expedition to that country in the mid-1550s, has been prized through the centuries. (The twentieth-century French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss packed the book when he first traveled to Brazil.) Léry offered a sober account of the customs, religion, and language of the Tupinamba Indians of Brazil. He revised his account several times and only published it in 1578, some twenty years after his visit. The dates are pertinent since Léry was a Huguenot. Between his Brazilian journey and his published account, the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of 1572 intervened.


As a very young man Léry had joined the Brazil expedition as much “out of curiosity to see this New World” as to serve God’s “glory.”57 Léry and his companions planned to establish a Protestant outpost in Brazil, but the colony failed to take root. On his return from Brazil, Léry pursued his studies and became a Huguenot minister. At the time of the massacre, he was working as a pastor in a small village on the Loire. The Parisian violence spread through the countryside to Léry’s town, where twenty-two Huguenots were killed. With other frightened coreligionists Léry fled to nearby Sancerre, a fortified hill town and Huguenot stronghold. After Catholic forces failed to overwhelm Sancerre, they laid siege to it. The blockade endured for eight months before the starved inhabitants finally surrendered. In his L’Histoire mémorable de la ville de Sancerre (1573), Léry tracks the slow descent of the residents. First they ate the horses, cats, and rats and then moved on to leather, paper, and—in at least one case—their own dead. In his description of this he alludes to his experience in Brazil, where he witnessed “savages” who ate human flesh. Until now, he writes, he had never seen such a pitiable event in “our France.”58


Five years later Léry, still in the grip of the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, published his account of his Brazilian journey.59 He continued to revise and augment the book, which went through numerous editions, in light of the French civil wars. Léry’s experience of French savagery in the St. Bartholomew Massacre and the siege of Sancerre infused his interpretation of the cannibalism practiced by Brazil’s Tupinamba Indians; he viewed New World barbarism through the lens of Old World barbarism. He concluded his chapter on “How the Americans Treat Their Prisoners of War and the Ceremonies They Observe Both in Killing and in Eating Them” by shifting the subject to European cruelty. Léry describes in detail how Indians eviscerated bodies, roasted body parts, and did other things “to make your hair stand on end.” He observes that first the prisoners were killed with a single blow to the back of the skull, aimed “so accurately” that blood was not shed.


Yet Léry does not leave it at that; he is not simply describing exotic behavior. He wants his readers to “think more carefully about the things that go on every day over here, among us.” He observes that “one need not go beyond one’s own country, nor as far as America, to see such monstrous and prodigious things.” He alludes to atrocities of the French civil strife in which Catholics supposedly grilled the livers of Huguenots. “If it comes to the brutal action of really (as one says) chewing and devouring human flesh, have we not found people in these regions over here, even among those who bear the name of Christian … who, not content with having cruelly put to death their enemies, have been unable to slake their bloodthirst except by eating their livers and hearts?”


Nor is it just Christians. It is French Christians. “And, without going further, what of France? (I am French, and it grieves me to say it.) During the bloody tragedy that began in Paris on the twenty-fourth of August 1572, other acts horrible to recount” took place, including the butchering of people “in ways more barbarous than those of the savages.” He provides examples. “There are thousands alive today who beheld these things never before heard of among people anywhere.” He closes the chapter:


So let us henceforth no longer abhor so very greatly the cruelty of the anthropophagous—that is, man-eating—savages. For since there are some here in our midst even worse and more detestable than those who, as we have seen, attack only enemy nations, while the ones here have plunged into the blood of their kinsmen, neighbors, and compatriots.60


Two years after the Histoire’s 1578 publication, Michel de Montaigne published his essays. He had retired on his birthday at the ripe age of thirty-eight. He explained that “weary of the servitude of the court and public employment,” he sought repose among the learned giants of the past, where he hoped to spend “what little remains” of his life. (He died at fifty-nine.) Montaigne wrote amid the French religious wars. In more than a hundred pieces that ponder everything from war to sleep, he never directly mentions the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, although he often alludes to the violence of religious strife.61 In one essay he observes that the violence of civil wars outstrips that of foreign war and that “many today” wish that the “heat of civil commotions among us” could be diverted into a foreign war. “Indeed a foreign war is a distemper much less harsh than a civil war.” But Montaigne considered a war to resolve an internal conflict “a wicked” enterprise.62
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THROUGHOUT HISTORY AND ACROSS CULTURES,
the most common form of violence is that between fam-
ily bers and neighbors or kindred ities—in
civil wars writ large and small. From assault to genocide,

from assassination to massacre, violence usually emerges
from inside the fold. You have more to fear from a spouse,
an ex-spouse, or a coworker than you do from someone
you don’t know.

In this bri
violence erupts most often, and most savagely, between

ant polemic, Russell Jacoby argues that

those of us most closely related. An Indian nationalist
assassinated Mohandas Gandhi, “the father” of India.
An Egyptian Muslim assassinated Anwar Sadat, the
president of Egypt and a recipient of the Nobel Peace
Prize. An Isracli Jew assassinated Yitzhak Rabin, the
Israeli prime minister and similarly a recipient of the
Nobel Peace Prize. Genocide most often involves kin-
dred groups. The German Christians of the 1930s were
so closely intertwined with German Jews that a yellow
star was required to tell the groups apart. Serbs and
Muslims in Bosnia, like the Hutu and Tutsi in Rwanda,
are often indistinguishable even to one another.

This idea contradicts both common sense and the
collective wisdom of teachers and preachers, who declaim
that we fear—and sometimes should fear—the “other,”
the dangerous stranger. Citizens and scholars alike
believe that enemies lurk in the street and beyond, where
we confront a “clash of civilizations” with foreigners who
challenge our way of life. Jacoby offers a more unsettling
truth: it is not so much the unknown that threatens us,
but the known. We attack our brothers—our kin, our
acquaintances, our neighbors—with far greater regularity
and venom than we attack outsiders.

‘Weaving together the biblical story of Cain and Abel,
Freud’s “narcissism of minor differences,” insights on
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“Bloodlust takes us beyond fratricide and shows us, like
Caliban gaping into the mirror, the real ‘enemy within.” This is humanist
scholarship at its most engaged.” —CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS
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