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1 Common human knowledge

As far as many are concerned it goes 
without saying that cannibalism is 
widespread among so-called primitive 
people, that early human beings, Teu-
tons and Aztecs similarly fed upon those 
of their own species, and that cannibal-
ism still exists today. The charge of can-
nibalism against foreigners is universal 
and goes back to antiquity.

Of course the charge of cannibalism 
is not in itself any proof of its existence. 
Thus, for instance, the African explorer 
and missionary David Livingstone dis-
covered that almost all blacks were con-
vinced that whites were man-eaters,3 
a charge that the first explorers of the 
River Gambia had countered as early 
as 1455.4 Similarly, the first Christians 
were suspected by the Romans of being 
cannibals,5 as were the Irish by the 
Roman historian Strabo and the Scyth-
ians by the Greek historian Herodotus.6 
There are numerous other teachings 
and assumptions concerning cannibal-
ism, and it is even suggested that canni-
balism and war might have accelerated 
the extinction of peoples involved in 
them.7

But what is cannibalism? The Taschen-
wörterbuch der Ethnologie [Pocket 
Dictionary of Ethnology] defines “can-

nibalism” thus: “Ritual consumption of 
human flesh. Sometimes, but very sel-
dom, cannibalism appears to have been 
practised with the sole aim of provid-
ing sustenance, whether from necessity 
(cannibalism through hunger) or incli-
nation (sometimes called ‘gastronomic 
cannibalism’).”8

The Encyclopaedia Britannica states 
further:

Cannibalism, also called anthropo-
phagy, is the eating of human flesh by 
men. The term is derived from a Span-
ish form of the language of the Carib, a 
West Indies tribe who were well-known 
for their practice of cannibalism. A 
widespread custom going back into 
early human history, it has been found 
among peoples on most continents.

Though many early accounts of can-
nibalism probably were exaggerated 
or in error, cannibalism is still prac-
ticed [sic] in interior New Guinea. 
It prevailed until recently in parts of 
West and Central Africa, Melanesia 
(especially Fiji), Australia, among the 
Maoris of New Zealand, in some of 
the islands of Polynesia, among tribes 
of Sumatra, and in various tribes of 
North and South America.9
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Thus the ethnological understand-
ing of cannibalism is not individual 
cases such as occur from time to time 
following an accident, when the surviv-
ing victims eat the bodies of their dead 
companions. Still more infrequent are 
cases in which the victim has actually 
been murdered for that purpose, as was 
the case in a spectacular trial in Eng-
land in 1884.10

The knowledge of what cannibalism 
is, and the belief that it is practised by 
“primitive” tribes throughout the world, 
is taken for granted by our society. In 
the scientific field, too, cannibalism 
seems not to be questioned. Scientific 
surveys both ancient11 and modern12 

verify the worldwide incidence of this 
phenomenon.

2 Is cannibalism a myth?

When, in 1979, the New York pro-
fessor of anthropology William Arens 
in his book, The Man-Eating Myth, 
presented the public with his view that 
there had never been such a thing as 
habitual cannibalism, it seemed at first 
that this was the untenable opinion of 
an outsider.

Since then anthropologists and eth-
nologists have been changing sides in 
ever increasing numbers, as shown last 
month in an investigative article in the 
US journal Science. But the debate 
about consumption of one’s own kind 
continues. “I believe Arens is right,” 
declared the anthropologist Lyle Stead-

man of Arizona State University, 
suggesting the reason why the scholar 
continued to be opposed by those in his 
own discipline: “He is a real danger to a 
whole number of anthropologists.”13

Arens had been asked by his students 
whether he could not sometimes go 
into more interesting subjects, such as 
witchcraft or cannibalism.

Consequently, in preparing for a lecture, 
I turned to the study of man-eaters, 
which was eventually transformed into 
this study of the myth of man-eating. I 
mention this to make it clear to readers 
that, like themselves, when I began to 
think about the subject I was already 
of the opinion that cannibalism in the 
past and present was a fairly common 
phenomenon. The essay which follows is 
the result of a conversion process.14

Arens’ thesis could not be expressed 
more plainly: “I am dubious about 
the actual existence of this act as an 
accepted practice for any time or place. 
Recourse to cannibalism under survival 
conditions or as a rare instance of anti-
social behavior is not denied for any 
culture.”15

Thus Arens does not rule out the pos-
sibility that under certain unusual cir-
cumstances humans have eaten human 
flesh. This is something which he consid-
ers possible in any culture. But he fun-
damentally denies that there are proven 
incidences of habitual cannibalism, i.e. 
cannibalism which might have been 
accepted as an integral part of religion, 
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culture, warfare or social custom. As a 
scientist, moreover, he points out that 
no anthropologist can ever confirm that 
a practice has never taken place. He can 
only confirm that there is no proof of 
its occurrence. And this is also the case 
with cannibalism.16 As far as he is con-
cerned all the evidence is inconclusive, 
so that cannibalism remains unproven. 
In the light of the fact that thousands 
of scientists have assumed and continue 
to assume that there is thousand-fold 
evidence of cannibalism, this is a very 
far-reaching thesis to put forward.

Arens sees cannibalism as a myth 
which in almost all cultures has pro-
vided an excuse for blaming other 
peoples. It is to be found in the case 
of Herodotus with regard to the bar-
barians, and similarly Columbus with 
regard to the Indians, the Spaniards 
with regard to the Aztecs, colonialists 
with regard to the “natives” and the lat-
ter with regard to whites. Almost every-
where cannibalism constitutes the high 
point of the moral reprehensibleness of 
the enemy. It gives grounds for a mix-
ture of hatred and fear.

As early as 1874 the African explorer, 
anthropologist and prominent mission-
ary David Livingstone came to a simi-
lar conclusion concerning Africa. He 
travelled through large parts of Africa, 
among other things in order to find evi-
dence of cannibalism. To his surprise he 
discovered that there was no evidence 
which would stand up in a Scottish 
court, but that on the other hand the 
blacks were convinced that white men 
were cannibals.17 However, Livingstone 

was the only missionary to hold this 
view.18

Arens has made an exhaustive survey 
of the sources of cannibalism:

This conclusion is based on the fact that, 
excluding survival conditions, I have 
been unable to uncover adequate docu-
mentation of cannibalism as a custom 
in any form for any society. Rumors, 
suspicions, fears and accusations 
abound, but no satisfactory first-hand 
accounts. Learned essays by profession-
als are unending, but the sustaining 
ethnography is lacking. The argument 
that a critical re-examination is both 
a necessary and a profitable exercise is 
based on the premise that cannibalism 
by definition is an observable phenom-
enon.19

3  Nobel Prize  
winners “offside”

It should be pointed out here that the 
fact that different peoples accuse each 
other of cannibalism is no argument 
against the existence of cannibalism. A 
worldwide phenomenon20 can naturally 
also be used as a worldwide accusation. 
Back in 1932 a specialist was able to 
write:

... though the present range of the prac-
tice is somewhat restricted, it was much 
more widespread within even recent 
times, and there is every probability 
that all races have, at one period or 
another, passed through a cannibalistic 
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stage, which survived occasionally in 
ritual or in folk custom, or was remem-
bered in legend or folk tale.21

Even those many examples where 
the charge of cannibalism is falsely 
laid mean nothing. Many nations also 
accuse one another of murder. Does 
that disprove the existence of murder 
and genocide?

In Germany Der Spiegel has taken 
upon itself the rôle of spokesman for 
those who deny the existence of can-
nibalism:

It would be “beneath his dignity” to 
involve himself in scientific controversy, 
angrily stated the American doctor D. 
Carleton Gadjusek, who had received 
a Nobel Prize in 1976 for his work 
on kuru, a brain disease occurring in 
New Guinea. Gadjusek claimed that 
the virus, which caused fits of shaking, 
was located in the victim’s brain, and 
was transmitted through cannibalistic 
eating habits. Gadjusek had come across 
the allegedly cannibalistic roots of this 
disease in the 1950s among the Fore, a 
tribe native to the mountains of New 
Guinea. 20 years later, in 1977, Sci-
ence published photographs from Gad-
jusek’s Nobel Prize dissertation, which 
were intended to confirm his thesis of 
systematic consumption of human flesh 
on the Pacific island. One of the pictures 
portrayed a victim of this fatal shaking 
disease. The photo also showed mem-
bers of the Fore tribe preparing a large 
amount of meat for a meal. According 
to the conclusion stated on the caption, 

the kuru victim would end up in the 
hungry stomach of his comrades. The 
US doctor reacted angrily to scholars 
who questioned his claim, stating that 
“the whole of Australia” knew that the 
Fore were cannibals. Anthropologists 
who criticized his theory were accused 
by him of being bound to their desks. If 
they “got up off their behinds and went 
to New Guinea,” he brusquely informed 
the doubters, they would be able to find 
evidence of ritual cannibalism “ in hun-
dreds of cases.” However, those explorers 
who followed the Nobel Prize winner’s 
advice came back empty-handed. Lyle 
Seaman, for example, stayed with the 
Fore for two years. He was constantly 
hearing reports of cannibalistic eating 
rituals, but none of them was reliable. 
At the end the results drawn by the 
scientist from his investigations were 
unequivocal: “There is no trace of man-
eating in New Guinea.” Gadjusek’s 
own proofs also showed themselves to 
be untenable. The Fore men in the Sci-
ence photo who were sitting in front of 
a mountain of meat were in fact, as the 
doctor had to admit when questioned, 
feasting on a pig. On the other hand 
Gadjusek would not on any account 
produce authentic photos of a cannibal 
feast. The reason he gave for his strict 
ban on this was that members of the 
tribe would be discriminated against 
on account of the explosive nature of 
the material. Since Gadjusek’s reports 
of the alleged cannibalistic practices of 
the Fore first appeared scientists from 
numerous countries have made the 
very difficult journey to research in the 
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mountains of New Guinea. It is aston-
ishing enough that, as the Neue Zürcher 
Zeitung ironically remarked, not one 
of them concluded his field studies by 
becoming a meal. It is clear that the 
idea that human beings could eat their 
own kind not only in cases of necessity, 
but as a matter of routine, is universally 
held as an ineradicable legend about 
those uncivilised, barbarian “others.”22

4  The researches of Erwin 
Frank an example

In 1987 Erwin Frank presented an 
investigation of sources on the sub-
ject of cannibalism in a specific region 
for the first time in the German lan-
guage.23 Frank investigates the sources 
for the accusation of cannibalism with 
regard to 14 or 16 peoples of all kinds 
of languages. He traces every scien-
tific or popular assertion back into the 
sources, until there is a source which 
names no other, or even a source which 
itself turns out to be an eyewitness 
account. It would take us too long to 
go over the individual examples. Frank 
comes across eyewitnesses who were 
still in Europe at the time of the alleged 
incident, earwitnesses who had heard 
reports in languages which they had 
never learned, and most of all misinter-
pretations. Thus it was evident to him 
that many rituals were the drinking of 
the cremated ashes of the dead or inter-
ment in pots. Both these might have led 
eyewitnesses to believe they were seeing 
cannibalism. Frank categorises 5 of the 

60 resulting sources as unquestionable. 
But they refer only to these practices. 
He categorises 25 sources as totally 
worthless, while the remaining range 
between “uncertain” and “extremely 
doubtful.”24

Frank further accuses the explorers 
and missionaries of always only finding 
what they had already determined to 
find.25 In conclusion Frank emphasises: 
“We must hold on to the fact that with 
regard to both exocannibalism and 
endocannibalistic consumption of meat 
there is only one credible eyewitness 
account, and only two or three dubi-
ous indirect indications of the existence 
of the latter practice (self-accusation of 
those involved).”26

In explanation of these facts he 
writes:

Cannibals who in the light of concrete 
experience over a period of time turned 
out to be non-cannibalistic were then 
more likely to be given as an example of 
the healthy effect of the contact of these 
“savages” with their Christian con-
querors than evidence that cannibals 
did not exist. Cannibalism remained 
an assured element of the generally 
accepted “knowledge” irrespective of 
any contemporary experience of an 
individual case. As a logical possibil-
ity cannibalism is ... too compelling to 
allow space for the hypothesis that the 
certainty with which we usually regard 
this practice as an existing (or formerly 
existing) behaviour pattern of other 
peoples might lack a basis in fact. But 
it is possibly the very powerful appeal 
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of cannibalism as a logical alternative 
to non-cannibalism, which cannot 
actually be proved ... which has made 
it into a universal theme of not only 
European fantasy, into an ideal meta-
phor for being “different,” a negative 
self-definition.27

In a later article in the anthology 
Authentizität und Betrug in der Eth-
nologie [Authenticity and Deception in 
Ethnology] Frank, in a similar way to 
W. Arens although with completely 
different arguments, substantiated his 
thesis that so far no indubitably histori-
cal sources of cannibalism have been 
produced,28 referring to Latin Ameri-
can scientists who had for a long time 
maintained this thesis. In this Frank 
again goes over the question of which 
rituals were misinterpreted as cannibal-
ism by outsiders. It is well-known that 
these included the Lord’s Supper of the 
first Christians, which many Romans 
could not understand in any other way. 
In addition he refers to the political 
aspect of the accusation of cannibalism. 
Was not the horror of cannibalism the 
reason for many a crusade and many 
a colonial war? He asks: “How many 
peoples of Central and South America 
probably owe their reputation of once 
having been man-eaters ... to the well-
known fact that the Spanish crown 
allowed their overseas governors to 
engage in hunting free Indians as slaves 
only if these were cannibals?”29

5 Vindication of cannibalism?

It is certainly salutary if those cases 
can be revealed in which peoples of this 
earth have been unjustly charged with 
cannibalism. It must be questioned, 
however, whether such examples go so 
far as to prove that there was never any 
such thing as habitual cannibalism.

It is also evident in too many places 
that the criticism of Arens and Frank 
is essentially linked with their view of 
Christian mission. Since a majority of 
the sources stems from the writing of 
Christian missionaries, and it was taken 
as read that in many places cannibalism 
was driven back by Christian influence, 
the battle against the credibility of the 
countless sources is predominantly a 
battle against Christianity.30

It is puzzling that the aforemen-
tioned ethnologists and many of their 
colleagues above all reproach others, in 
particular Christians and missionaries, 
for rejecting cannibalism lock, stock 
and barrel. Instead they try to explain 
cannibalism, and in so doing to excuse 
it. As far as they are concerned canni-
balism has nothing to do with murder, 
and no mention is made of the human 
rights of the victim. It is made out as 
if the only men to be eaten were those 
who had already died of themselves, 
although in most cases of cannibalism 
the victims are killed, or rather mur-
dered, for the sole purpose of eating 
them.

Hans Helfritz writes, for instance: 
“Cannibalism, which of all people the 
cruel Spanish conquerors described as 
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‘most extremely horrible’ and regarded 
as the consequence of the Indians’ 
heathenism, has long been radically 
divested by modern psychology of its 
horror and incomprehensibility.”31

Just in order that another religion 
should not be criticised, it is also abso-
lutely excluded that cannibalism should 
be called into question. Thus Nigel 
Davies writes about another researcher: 
“Ewald Volhard stresses that if there 
was any such thing as non-ritual can-
nibalism, then it was an inferior type 
of ritual man-eating. Therefore such a 
practice cannot be condemned out of 
hand without at the same time damn-
ing the religion whose rituals were 
based on it.”32

Also typical are the vast variety 
of attempts to explain cannibalism. 
Michael Harner was right to point out 
that the Aztec human sacrifices are 
the focus of interest, while the paral-
lel incidence of cannibalism is seldom 
mentioned or investigated.33 It is well-
known that the hearts of the victims 
were cut out and sacrificed to the sun 
god. It is less well-known what hap-
pened to the rest of the body. On the 
basis of contemporary Spanish sources 
Harner comes to the conclusion that as 
a rule arms and legs were eaten.34

But the explanation which Michael 
Harner has to offer for Aztec cannibal-
ism is both terrible and wrong. Harner, 
who has made himself a name as an 
ethnologist,35 has formulated the the-
sis that human sacrifices are the con-
sequence of population density and 
lack of protein because of the absence 

of domestic animals.36 This is typically 
evolutionary.

On the other hand it seems that it is 
thought to be a good thing that can-
nibalism is in the process of dying out. 
Christianity is attacked because of its 
anti-cannibalistic attitude. But it is 
generally not mentioned that it was this 
very attitude which caused the retreat 
of cannibalism.

We find a typical example as long ago 
as 1932 in J. A. MacCulloch. In dealing 
with the question of why cannibalism 
has declined in many places, he dis-
cusses every possible theory,37 mentions 
“the presence of a higher civilization, 
and especially of a higher religion”,38 

refers to the fact that Islam brought an 
end to cannibalism in North and East 
Africa, and only at the end, almost 
in passing, states that: “Christianity, 
together with other European civiliz-
ing influences, has also put an end to 
it in many parts of S. America, in New 
Zealand, and many islands of the South 
Seas, once hotbeds of cannibalism, as 
well as in large tracts of the African 
continent.”39

In line with this there is little in the 
way of memories of cannibalism. In 
1977 in New Guinea Queen Elizabeth 
II received a framework of skulls (an 
“ariba”) which came from the Goariba 
Islands, “the only place of which it is 
known that missionaries there fell vic-
tim to cannibals. In 1901 the pastor 
James Chalmers, his assistant preacher 
and eleven young Papuan converts were 
slain.”40 The Queen accepted the pres-
ent without protest,41 and presented the 
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framework with its two human skulls 
to the British Museum in London.42 
There was never any mention of the fact 
that this object was clear evidence of 
murder.

The intervention of the missionaries 
against cannibalism, human sacrifice 
and headhunting was in those days 
considered to be an intervention in 
support of human rights. Nowadays it 
is regarded by so-called human rights 
organizations as being a violation of 
human rights. Then the rights of the 
victim were considered most important, 
now it is the rights of the perpetrator.

Some authors even want to turn 
things on their head. Thus we read the 
following in a book by a journalist and 
an ethnologist, which is striking in its 
hatred for Christian mission:

In any case, it was missions which 
began the process of cultural decline in 
the primitive peoples ... This is true not 
only in the breaking of their ancestral 
chain of succession ... but also in their 
prohibition of headhunting and can-
nibalism, a prohibition which to us 
too seems obvious and humane. But 
even the prohibition of the inhuman 
can have effects which are themselves 
inhuman. Thus in 1950 in her book 
Sex and Temperament in Three Primi-
tive Societies the well-known American 
anthropologist Margaret Mead reported 
concerning the Mundugumor, a Papuan 
tribe of New Guinea, that the prohibi-
tion of head-hunting and cannibalism 
had completely destroyed the essential 
character of the life of the tribe, “ like 

a watch with a broken spring.” Thus 
the incomprehensible nature of such a 
prohibition for the cannibals and head-
hunters stems not only from their own 
imagination as if someone suddenly 
forbade us to slaughter and eat pigs and 
cattle but also from their own experi-
ence of us white people.43

So forbidding the slaughter of cat-
tle would be the same as forbidding 
the slaughter of human beings! What 
do these ethnologists actually think 
about the victims? In any case, it was 
establestablished a long time ago that 
Mead’s researches were nothing but 
wishful thinking. Mead found what she 
wanted to find, and in so doing com-
pletely misunderstood the harsh reality 
of the tribe she was studying.44

Accordingly the authors agree with 
the decision of an Australian judge 
who acquitted headhunters, when they 
pointed out to him that there was no 
difference between tribal feuds and the 
wars of the western world.45 How right 
they are! And since the authors would 
probably condemn any war of aggres-
sion, they ought also condemn and 
punish tribal feuds. Will the next thing 
be the justification of murder before a 
court, by reference to the existence of 
wars? Would the authors also have been 
minded to maintain National Socialism 
in existence, because the Nazi culture 
would be destroyed if they were forbid-
den to kill Jews and other opponents? 
A culture which makes murder essential 
to its existence will, according to bibli-
cal teaching, inevitably die. “For all they 
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that take the sword shall perish with the 
sword” (Mt. 26:52).

But back to the book we have chosen 
as our example:

It was, however, only in the nine-
teenth century that the inhabitants of 
the Fiji archipelago gained the dubious 
reputation of being particularly terrible 
cannibals. This reputation was spread 
by missionaries, who were not exactly 
delighted by the persistent resistance of 
the islanders to the scarcely convincing 
examples of Christian “gentleness and 
tolerance.” However we know also, dat-
ing from the year 1847, the statement of 
an old Fijian chief that the bloody wars 
and constant cannibalism were recent, 
and had not been known to such an 
extent in the time of his youth. The 
sacral cannibalism of ancient times had 
turned, as a result of the campaigns to 
eradicate the tribes, into unrestrained 
man-eating that was the observation 
and conclusion of contemporaries on 
the spot.46

What sort of argument is that? Nine-
teenth century cannibalism was not so 
bad, because earlier it was not so wide-
spread and had a religious basis! Not 
only that, but an example like this con-
tradicts the evolutionary view of canni-
balism. Cannibalism is not necessarily 
the early stage of a culture, but can also 
take shape only at a much later stage.

There was also human sacrifice and 
cannibalism after the Second World 
War.47 In New Guinea the cannibalism 
described by Fredrik Barth48 did not 
come to an end until Australian police 

patrols occupied the inaccessible areas 
in the interior of the islands in 1964.49

6  Cannibalism in  
the Old Testament?

In this connection every Bible-believ-
ing Christian will naturally be inter-
ested in the question of whether canni-
balism is known to the Old Testament, 
or at least whether it speaks of such 
peoples. The answer to this question is 
surprising:

(1) Cannibalism is known to the Old 
Testament. But nowhere is another 
nation blamed for this cannibalism, as 
we have discovered throughout history. 
It is always the nation of the Jews itself 
which is the target. The Old Testament 
does not need to ascribe to other nations 
things which they have not done or at 
least reject.

(2) Cannibalism is never regarded as 
normal or right, but is always seen as 
the worst kind of transgression. This is 
the view even of apostate kings:

In Lev. 26:29 (see vv. 27–29) and Dt. 
28:53 and 57 (see vv. 53–57) one of 
the high points of God’s judgment on 
the people’s transgression of the law is 
declared to be that women will eat the 
flesh of their own children. The fulfil-
ment of both declarations is to be found 
in Lam. 2:20 and 4:10 and in 2 Kings 
6:28f. (see vv. 25–30). Here, too, it is 
only a matter of mothers eating their 
children in the course of a dramatic 
famine. In 2 Kings 6:25–30 even the 
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king, who himself does not keep the 
law, is terrified when he learns of it. In 
Ezk. 5:10 we are told that as a judgment 
“the fathers shall eat the sons” and “the 
sons shall eat their fathers,” which could 
however also be understood as a general 
description of mutual killing. In Jer. 
19:9 similarly there is a general descrip-
tion: “And I will cause them to eat the 
flesh of their sons and the flesh of their 
daughters, and they shall eat every one 
the flesh of his friend in the siege ...”

In Ezk. 36:13f we read about Israel 
restored by the Spirit: “Thus saith the 
Lord God: Because they say unto you, 
Thou land devourest up men, and hast 
bereaved thy nations; Therefore thou 
shalt devour men no more, neither 
bereave thy nations any more, saith the 
Lord God.” It is not clear whether the 
text is to be understood figuratively or 
not. In any case, here as always in the 
Old Testament cannibalism is linked to 
those belonging to its own people. This 
is significant in the light of the previ-
ously described situation where canni-
balism was always an accusation made 
by one nation against another.

So in the Old Testament cannibal-
ism is not tolerated, but features as 
one of the principal characteristics 
of a perverse society. It is always the 
people themselves who are involved in 
such transgression in circumstances of 
most severe famine. It is typical of the 
Old Testament, which condemns other 
nations in the sharpest terms and places 
them under the judgment of God, that 
it directs the charge of cannibalism, 

and we do not mean cannibalism that is 
encouraged and approved, only against 
its own people.50

7  Sources for  
evidence of cannibalism

Astrid Wendt, in the first part of her 
Tübingen ethnological dissertation on 
the historical sources for cannibalism 
in Brazil,51 examines the portrayal of 
the ritual cannibalism of the Brazilian 
Indians in Italian, Portuguese, German, 
English and Dutch sources from the 
period from 1500 to 1654. The writer 
brings out clearly the varying interests 
of the different European nations, but 
(rightly) considers the numerous records 
of and references to cannibalism to be 
fundamentally credible.

Particularly interesting is the second 
part of the study, dealing with allegori-
cal portrayals of America in carvings, 
atlases and travelogues of the same 
period, with illustrations reproduced in 
a comprehensive appendix. It is evident 
that the portrayal of cannibalism was 
part of the archetypical European por-
trayal of America.

Compared with the excellent por-
trayal of the actual material, the intro-
duction and conclusion, which deal 
with the problem of cannibalism in 
general, seem to me to be weak, only 
referring to what every ethnologist must 
and does know about cannibalism. 
(Incidentally, to assume a “relationship 
in terms of ideas” between cannibalism 
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and Eucharist,52 without going into it 
any further, seems to me to be some-
what out of place.)

Wendt’s final verdict entirely contra-
dicts that of Arens and Frank:53

The fact that ritual cannibalism is 
mentioned and in some cases described 
in detail by all the writers, whatever 
their nationality, status, or relation-
ship to the indigenous people, leads to 
the conclusion that this sort of anthro-
pophagy did indeed exist. This is all the 
more probable when even those authors 
whose aim it was to portray the way of 
life of the Brazilians as an example to be 
followed (even for Europeans) describe 
cannibalistic rites of this sort.54

The most significant German source is 
undoubtedly the account of 1556–1557 
by Hans Staden,55 who gives an eye-wit-
ness description “in sensational richness 
of detail of the events which eventually 
reached their climax in the consump-
tion of the slain.”56 So it is that D. For-
syth made use of Staden as a powerful 
argument against William Arens, and 
produced a detailed rejection of Arens’ 
criticism of Staden.57

Staden, a peasant from Hessen58 
who was born between 1525 and 1528, 
served under Portuguese and Spaniards 
throughout the world. In about 1553 
in Brazil he was captured by the Tupi-
namba. Before being ransomed over a 
year later by some Frenchmen, he had 
the opportunity to witness at first hand 
every aspect of the ritual of cannibalism. 
All attempts to discredit this witness59 

may be regarded as having failed.60 In 
addition, Astrid Wendt has pointed out 
that Staden, although a convinced Prot-
estant, was not in the position of a spiri-
tual or colonial leader (he was, after all, 
a German peasant) who had an interest 
in portraying the Indians in a particu-
larly negative light.61 On the contrary, 
he was surprised by the kind treatment 
he received as a prisoner:

First he had to submit to the ritual 
which was required of him as a future 
human sacrifice. It was only by feigning 
toothache that he succeeded in escaping 
the jaws of death. This prevented him 
from eating, and made him too skinny 
to be worth putting in the cookpot. He 
went on to make some shrewd predic-
tions, and in this way attained the 
status of a tribal oracle, and from then 
on was too valuable to be killed.62

8  Cannibalism and evolution: 
cannibalism in pre-humans 
and early humans

Anyone venturing to say anything 
about cannibalism will also be required 
to say something about the cannibal-
ism of the alleged pre-humans and 
early humans.63 Cannibalism in pre- 
and early humans or the links between 
animal and human is, for many, some-
thing which goes without saying.64 Yet 
all the discoveries can either only verify 
the fact that those of the same species 
died or were killed, or else that the flesh 
of those who had just been killed was 
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cut off. The prominent prehistorian and 
evolutionary scholar K. J. Narr emphat-
ically rejects these assertions: 

These findings have in part been 
connected with cannibalism; but such 
an assumption can neither be directly 
deduced from the findings, nor be sup-
ported by ethnological analogies taken 
from cultures which are in some way 
structurally comparable ... And other 
putative instances of man-eating are at 
best ambiguous. That applies not least 
to findings relating to “Australopith-
ecines,” to whom at the same time can-
nibalism and a “particular interest in 
the skull” were ascribed, although it is 
more likely that the smashing up and 
distribution of skeletal parts was the 
work of predatory and scavenging ani-
mals. Cannibalism as a “distinguish-
ing” characteristic of early man which 
elevates him above the animals together 
with the consequent anthropological 
conclusions about the removal of inhi-
bitions etc. remains, despite its constant 
repetition, a conjecture without any real 
foundation.65

He goes on to explain in detail the 
most often quoted discoveries:

The question of cannibalism is linked 
with that of intentional killing; but 
“ intra-species killing” does not con-
stitute proof of anthropophagy. The 
discovery of Chukutien, where Peking 
Man was found, cannot be regarded as 
evidence, because there it was almost 
entirely skull-tops which were discov-
ered (four of them in a stratum which 
contains almost nothing else: there 

seems to be no secular explanation of 
their being set down there). If it was a 
matter of remains of a meal, then the 
victims must have been consumed else-
where and their skulls brought later to 
this store-place: the assumption of can-
nibalism in this case is arbitrary and 
unnecessary. The incompleteness of the 
skeletons, a feature which is mentioned 
with enthusiasm in respect of other 
sites, can be ascribed to the activities of 
predatory or scavenging animals; and 
the fairly frequent occurrence of indi-
vidual skulls or parts of skulls can be 
explained either in this way or by other 
reasons for their being deposited. (The 
best evidence is a skull from a cave in 
Italy, which lay inside a circle of stones 
and bones.) The most ancient showpiece 
of Old Stone Age man-eating is the dis-
coveries made in Krapina (Croatia), 
where fragments of skulls and other 
bones together with the remains of ani-
mals lay, partly burned and randomly 
distributed, in the stratum, something 
which can be entirely explained by 
digging-up of graves, biting into pieces 
by scavenging animals, penetration into 
new excavation strata, and the like.66

In parentheses Narr adds the real 
reason for the attempt to discover can-
nibalism in evolutionary precursors to 
man: “It is basically older than the dis-
coveries and essentially relies upon an 
outdated evolutionary reconstruction 
of the history of civilization.”67

Here we might draw attention to the 
real problem, which is that Narr merely 
substitutes another evolutionary recon-
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struction for the old one, whereas I 
see in this problem a general criticism 
of any attempt at evolutionary recon-
struction. The quest for primitive man, 
occupying a lower level of culture, pro-
vided fruitful ground for every rumour 
of cannibalism. By going on to assume 
that the “primitive” tribes of the world 
occupied the same level as pre-humans 
and early humans, it was possible with 
the aid of ethnological investigations to 
reconstruct the everyday scene of early 
man. (This gains popular expression 
in such sensational reports as “With 
the Stone Age men of Brazil.”) It was a 
short step from this to the cannibalism 
of pre-humans and early humans. Even 
if this comparison was only openly 
shared by a few, its results are still often 
encountered at an unconscious level.

In fact, however, there is not only no 
proof of the evolution of mankind, but 
also no special connection between the 
evolution of man and cannibalism. J. A. 
MacCulloch points out that “the worst 
forms of cannibalism”68 are to be found 
not among the people on the lowest 
cultural level, but among people “with 
a certain amount of culture.”69

9  Human sacrifice  
vindicated?

The phenomenon to which we have 
already referred, whereby the bias 
against the Christian religion not only 
rejects out of hand as incredible innu-
merable Christian sources–and which 

sources until the century before last 
were not in some measure Christian?–
but also in consequence takes under its 
wing cannibalism as something which 
is not reprehensible and which can be 
explained in terms of religion and cul-
ture,70 becomes much more evident in 
dealing with the example of human 
sacrifice.

Let us take an example. According 
to the ethnologist Michelle Zimbalist, 
among the Ingolots of New Guinea the 
last beheading in the context of head-
hunting took place in 1972.71 Nigel 
Davies comments: “The anthropolo-
gist declares that the killing was of a 
purely ritual nature, and not influenced 
by politics.”72 So a ritual, religious kill-
ing is not bad, whereas a political one 
would be. The ethical system capable of 
making judgments of this nature is not 
revealed to us.

Friedrich Schwenn writes similarly 
concerning the ancient human sacri-
fices, for which he puts forward many 
explanations,73 “that the human sacri-
fices were by no means the result of cru-
elty or anthropophagy.”74

Against this view, the folklorist K. 
Beth objects:

The fact that human sacrifices may be 
the result of sheer cruelty is adequately 
witnessed by such incidences of cruel 
slaughter of human beings as those car-
ried out by Nero. But in general they 
are so strongly linked to a ritual reli-
gious observance that both their origin 
and their continuance find their psycho-



Thomas Schirrmacher

MBS TexTe 9116

logical explanation in the most diverse 
forms of heathen religion which share a 
particular attitude to faith.75

The professor of ethnology Hanns J. 
Prem writes: “Meanwhile the view of 
life which motivates human sacrifices 
has been increasingly understood.”76

In this “understanding,” naturally 
the theory of evolution plays an impor-
tant rôle.77

This understanding constantly leads 
to special treatment of Indian tribes 
and other groups when it is a ques-
tion of deeds of violence. This is true of 
the once very warlike Kaiapos in Bra-
zil. Chief Paulinhi Paiacan, formerly 
a shining example for the Brazilian 
Indians and the environmentalists, lost 
his reputation first through his involve-
ment in multi-million-pound indus-
tries in mahogany, gold and chestnut 
oil, and finally as a result of his rape of 
an 18-year-old girl.78 He refuses to give 
himself up to the authorities. He said, 
“I despise the law of the white man,”79 
and because of this he does not con-
sider them to apply to him. His tribe, 
the Kaiapos, supports him, so that the 
government is undecided what it should 
do. Finally, the tribe is known to be 
very warlike, and in 1981 was respon-
sible for the massacre of twenty farm-
workers. Anyone who does not lend 
his support to Paiacan is regarded as 
having antiquated ideas. But the fact is 
constantly overlooked that this is a mat-
ter of a violent crime, and protection is 
enjoyed only by the surviving protago-
nists, not their victims. And it has long 

been proved that these victims suffer, 
fight for their rights, and have need of 
state protection just as much as in other 
cultures.80

10  The widespread incidence 
of human sacrifice

Let us now turn briefly to the distri-
bution of incidences of human sacrifice. 
Human sacrifices were spread through-
out the world.81 This is especially true 
of the particular form of the sacrifice 
of human beings on the occasion of 
the laying of a foundation stone: “The 
building sacrifice is a custom to be 
found throughout the whole world, and 
among people of every stage of culture 
... Doubtless the original building sac-
rifices were men who were entombed 
alive in the foundations of the building. 
In this case the sacrifice of children is 
remarkably common.”82

Unlike cannibalism, human sacrifice 
is widespread, and not restricted to par-
ticular cultures. “There are only a few 
races and a few religions with a history 
which is free of human sacrifices.”83

At the same time its existence is con-
stantly covered up. “It is an essential 
feature of religious historical writing 
that mention of human sacrifices is sup-
pressed. Nonetheless the fact that they 
frequently took place is undisputed.”84

The world-wide incidence of human 
sacrifice can be demonstrated by a num-
ber of examples from history.

Greeks and Romans: We may begin our 
collection of examples with the human 
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sacrifices of the Greeks85 and Romans:86 
“When we take into account all the 
works of art of our literature which deal 
with human sacrifices, together with 
the sagas of classical antiquity, human 
sacrifices constitute a relatively not 
insignificant proportion of our intellec-
tual property.”87

In the case of the Romans it was 
only the spread of Christianity which 
brought an end to human sacrifices: 
“Cæsar Commodus (180–192 a.d.), for 
instance, killed human beings in rites 
which belonged to the cult of Mithras. 
This had become very popular in Rome, 
before Christianity became the official 
religion.”88

Certain human sacrifices were forbid-
den for the first time by the Roman Sen-
ate in 97 b.c., but it is not clear which 
human sacrifices these were. Cæsar 
Augustus forbade Roman citizens to 
take part in human sacrifices. Not until 
Cæsar Claudius was the ban made uni-
versal. Then under later emperors it was 
included in the corpus iuris, the impe-
rial legal code.89 “But it was difficult to 
get rid of something which had once 
been a living faith.”90

America: A well-attested example 
is that of the “human sacrifices of the 
Skidi-Pawnees, formerly inhabitants of 
Nebraska.”91 The last human sacrifice 
took place in 1838.92 The sacrifices were 
well-known, because in 1817 and 1818 
a chieftain and his son Petalesharro pre-
vented two human sacrifices.93 In 1827 
an Indian agent succeeded in obtaining 
the freedom of a captured Cheyenne 
girl.94 In 1838 for the last time men 

lost their lives in trying to escape from 
sacrifice at the hands of the Skidi-Paw-
nees.95

In the case of North America it is, 
however, essentially true that “Among 
North American Indian cultures evi-
dence of human sacrifices is less easy to 
find.”96

Africa: In Africa human sacrifices 
were specially widespread in connection 
with the burial of kings. Just to give one 
example: “The Barundi slaughtered 
vast numbers of men, so that the spirit 
of the king should not seek vengeance; 
even many a leading Barundi was killed 
in order to calm down the king’s court-
iers.”97

China: At the death of many Chinese 
emperors various servants, wives and 
concubines, soldiers or members of the 
royal household had also to die.98

Incas: The sun maidens were chosen 
throughout the whole kingdom at the 
age of ten years. They were brought up 
in their own convents, either to become 
brides of the sun god, or else to become 
wives and concubines of the officials. 
The Inca was the only man allowed to 
enter the convent at any time, in order 
to select concubines for his harem. It 
was also he alone who decided whom 
they should marry, presenting the sun 
maidens as a mark of honour to offi-
cials, artists and others.99 “Human 
sacrifices were much more rare among 
the Incas than among their well-known 
contemporaries in Mexico, the Aztecs. 
In Tahuanti-suyu humans were sacri-
ficed above all when the health of the 
ruler or the success of a military cam-
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paign was at stake, or with a view to 
averting an epidemic and driving it out 
of the country.”100

Aztecs:101 The best-known human 
sacrifices in history are doubtless the 
human sacrifices of the Aztecs, which 
we have already referred to in connec-
tion with cannibalism.

The scale of human sacrifice is appall-
ing. Some 70–80,000 victims were 
sacrificed at the dedication of the main 
pyramid in Tenochtitlan in 1487. 
Whereas earlier estimates had pointed 
to an average annual sacrifice of about 
15,000 human victims in central 
Mexico (out of a population of two mil-
lion), recent population estimates push 
the total as high as 25 million, and 
suggest that as many as 250,000, one 
percent of the total population were sac-
rificed each year.102

This involved above all the offering of 
the heart: “The Mesoamerican human 
sacrifices were mainly carried out by the 
excision of the heart.”103

The Latin-Americologist and journal-
ist Patrick Tierney underwent great dan-
gers to unearth contemporary evidence 
for human sacrifice in the Andes.104 He 
states that the authorities and justiciary 
seek to ignore the problem.

Teutons:105 In the case of the Teutons, 
human sacrifices were the highest sacri-
fices offered to almost all the important 
gods: “So the most important and high-
est sacrifices are human sacrifices: there 
are numerous testimonies to their being 
offered to Zeus, Woden, Donar, Odin, 

Thor, Freyr, Foiste, Thorgerd and Höl-
gabrud.”106

First of all by way of evidence we have 
archaeological discoveries. The well-
known marsh corpses may well, for 
instance, have been closely connected 
with human sacrifices.107 In addition 
there are many descriptions by Roman 
and other authors. Friedrich Schwenn 
summarises the report of Tacitus, gen-
erally regarded as reliable, in his Germa-
nia:108 “Among the Teutons in spring-
time the priest of the Nerthus would 
drive the goddess’s carriage, bedecked 
with hangings, through the land, and 
everywhere there were joyful feasts in 
the amphictyony. After that the car-
riage was washed in the holy lake, and 
the servants who had been involved in 
the ceremony were drowned.”109

R. L. M. Derolez outlines Strabo’s 
reliable account:

For which god the extremely grue-
some human sacrifice was intended, 
which Strabo ascribes to the Cimri, this 
author does not tell us. But he gives a 
precise account of the ceremony: “The 
women who went into battle with the 
men were led by priestesses who could 
foretell the future. These priestesses were 
grey-haired women robed in white 
garments ... With sword in hand they 
marched through the camp towards the 
prisoners of war, crowned them with 
wreaths, and led them to a bronze caul-
dron with a capacity of about twenty 
bucketsful. By the side of this cauldron 
there stood a ladder. They climbed up 
it, cut the throat of each prisoner of war 
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as he was passed up to them. According 
to the way in which the blood flowed 
into the cauldron, they prophesied the 
future. Others cut up the bodies of the 
prisoners of war, and after examining 
their entrails declared in a loud voice 
that their people would win the vic-
tory.”110

Wolfgang Golther mentions another 
Teutonic custom which lacks none 
of the cruelty of the Aztecs’ practice 
of excising the heart: “The cruel Nor-
dic custom of the cutting of the blood 
eagle, whereby the victor would cleave 
his opponent’s ribs asunder with his 
sword the length of the spine, and 
remove the lungs through the opening 
thus formed, was a cultic act.”111

Sometimes the victims could be 
prominent people, even though it was 
mainly prisoners of war and criminals 
who were sacrificed by the Teutons: 
“Thus the Swedes sacrificed Olaf, their 
king, to Odin in order to obtain a good 
year.”112

In 743 at the Synod of Liftinae (Bel-
gium), presided over by Boniface, the 
still performed practice of human sac-
rifice was forbidden.113 But for a long 
time after that building sacrifices and 
the walling up of children remained 
common practice.114 In Oldenburg chil-
dren were offered in building sacrifices 
as late as the seventeenth century.115

It is always the introduction of Chris-
tianity which spells the end for human 
sacrifices. Thus it is stated of the Nor-
mans: “The practice of human sacrifice 
continued unabated among the Nor-

mans, until in the tenth century they 
were converted to Christianity.”116

And concerning Iceland we are told: 
“On the occasion of the introduction of 
Christianity to Iceland, at the Althing 
in the year 1000, the heathen offered to 
their idols two men from each quarter of 
the country. In contrast the Christians 
decided to dedicate the same number of 
men of excellence and ability to the ser-
vice of the Lord.”117

However, this rôle of Christian-
ity is not always appreciated. Thus 
Nigel Davies writes quite “neutrally”: 
“Human sacrifice in the conventional 
sense will doubtless disappear, as forms 
of Western culture penetrate to every 
corner of the world.”118

In reality the abolition of human 
sacrifices was mostly the result of the 
courageous intervention by men wish-
ing to introduce Christian standards 
or justice and order. Anyone who criti-
cises this once again forgets about the 
countless innocent victims, only for the 
sake of not offending some religion and 
culture. But something which is based 
on human sacrifices and murder has 
no right to exist, however religious and 
respectable the justification for it may 
be made out to be. This is something 
which everyone, even down to the 
researcher, will at last realise when he is 
himself cast in the rôle of the victim.

From the thirteenth century a.d. at 
the latest, when for the first time a Sul-
tan had a thousand of them incarcer-
ated in Delhi, the Thugs (“stranglers”) 
in India offered sacrificial victims to the 
cruel goddess Kali, whereby they were 
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throttled (strangled) in an extensive 
ritual involving a noose. The thousands 
of victims were hunted down in a series 
of raids. It was not until 1799 that the 
British became suspicious, but despite 
this very few “stranglers” were captured 
before 1830. Eventually Captain Wil-
liam Sleeman was commissioned to put 
an end to the evil which continued to 
claim thousands of innocent victims 
each year. By 1837 Sleeman had cap-
tured 8,000 of the about 10,000 “stran-
glers,” each of whom had killed up to 
250 people. When in 1876 the future 
King Edward VII visited India Thug-
gery had been destroyed, and all he 
could do was speak to an old Thug in 
prison.119

The burning of widows (called “sut-
tee,” literally “faithful wife”), i.e. the 
cremation of wives on the occasion of 
their husband’s death, in India was also 
gradually restricted by the English. It 
is true that they at first tolerated this 
ritual, which Alexander the Great had 
discovered in the Punjab in 326 b.c., 
contenting themselves with official reg-
istration of the cases, but they finally 
made up their minds in 1829 to forbid 
the burning of widows. But in those 
regions of India not directly under the 
control of the English the importance 
of the prince continued to be measured 
by the number of wives who were cre-
mated at his burial.120

In contrast to this there were always 
those researchers and ethnologists 
who spoke out against the abolition of 
human sacrifices, for the sake of main-
taining the previously existing culture. 

The English explorer Sir Richard Bur-
ton was opposed to the abolition of a 
mass sacrifice which took place in an 
annual ceremony involving 500 to 
1,000 victims in order to produce a 
medicine in Dahomey (West Africa), 
because this would amount to destroy-
ing the land.121 Is the maintenance of 
the culture more important than the 
protection of human life? Ought one 
equally to have maintained at any price 
the National Socialist culture, which 
similarly cast its spell over millions of 
people?

11  Christian human  
sacrifices?

The main Old Testament report con-
cerns the heathen human and child 
sacrifices to Moloch, if one leaves out 
of account the fact that the king of the 
Moabites sacrificed his son before the 
eyes of the Israelites, at which the Isra-
elites were so infuriated and shocked 
that they immediately departed from 
the battlefield (2 Kings 3:27).

The word Moloch (or Melech, Melek, 
Malik) meaning king, is a misvocaliza-
tion of the name of a pagan, the con-
sonants of king being retained and the 
vowels of shame used. Human sacrifices 
were made to this god, who is identified 
with the god of Ammon in 1 Kings 11:7, 
33. There are references to Moloch in 
Jeremiah 49:1, 3; Amos 1:13–15; Zeph-
aniah 1:5; Leviticus 18:21; 20:2–5; II 
Kings 23:10; Jeremiah 32:35, etc., and 
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the location of Moloch worship in Israel 
was the Valley of Hinnom (Jer. 32:35; 
II Kings 23:10). Moloch worship was 
not limited to Ammon. 

Moloch is “the king” or “king-
ship.” The name of Moloch is also given 
as Milcom (I Kings 11:5, 7, 33) and 
Malcam (Jer. 49:1, 3, RV; Zeph. 1:5). 
Moloch was an aspect of Baal (Jer. 
32:35), Baal meaning lord. Under the 
name of Melcarth, king of Tyre, Baal 
was worshipped with human sacrifices 
at Tyre.122

Children passed through the fire,123 
which resulted in their death (2 Kings 
16:3; 21:6; Ezk. 16:20f). This happened 
especially in the Valley of Ben Hinnom 
(Jer. 7:31; 19:5) near Jerusalem, which 
consequently became a name for hell 
(Heb. “gehenna”). Named as the gods 
which received these child sacrifices 
were Moloch (Lev. 18:32; 20:2; 2 Kings 
23:10; Jer. 32:35; 1 Kings 11:7; Zeph. 
1:5), “Baal” (Jer. 19:5; 32:35), and 
“idols” in general (Ezk. 23:37; 16:20f). 
To make children pass through the fire 
counted as a particularly reprehensible 
combination of murder and idolatry, 
which was therefore subject to the death 
penalty (Dt. 18:10; Lev. 20:2–5).

It has long become the practice to 
“discover” numerous human sacrifices 
by the Israelites themselves, with the 
obvious purpose of undermining the 
idea that the biblical faith has contrib-
uted throughout the world to the stem-
ming of the practice of human sacri-
fice.124 In connection with the human 
sacrifices in the Andes Patrick Tierney 

refers to alleged parallels to be found 
in the Old Testament and in Christen-
dom.125 Moloch, the offering of Isaac, 
various prophecies and not least the 
Supper instituted by Jesus are made 
to serve as evidence of the suppressed 
desire for human sacrifice. Moloch? Yes, 
Moloch, however unlikely that sounds. 
Tierney writes: “It is true that Moloch 
has been stylized as one of the greatest 
demons of Judaeo-Christian literature, 
but there are conclusive proofs that this 
Moloch was in fact far from being a 
demon, but simply the name for child 
sacrifices to Yahweh.”126

It is biblical criticism which makes 
this possible! Moloch, the embodiment 
of all that is evil, whose place of sacrifice 
near Jerusalem became the source of the 
biblical concept of “hell,” was allegedly 
none other than the Creator God Yah-
weh himself. Sometimes one has the 
feeling that historical-critical research 
means nothing other than that every-
thing was exactly the opposite of what 
it appears to be. In reality, Tierney’s 
observation constitutes nothing less 
than the worst of blasphemies, uttered 
in the name of science.

Paul Volz127 includes under the head-
ing of human sacrifices in the Old Tes-
tament the redemption of the first-born 
in Ex. 34:19; 13:12f; etc.; the offering 
of Isaac in Gen. 22; the offering of 
Jephthah’s daughter in Judg. 11:34f; 
as well as 2 Sam. 21:9; 1 Kings 16:34; 
Ps. 106:37; Mic. 6:7; and mixes these 
up together with the human sacrifices 
to Baal and other heathen gods in Jer. 
3:24; Ps. 106:38; 2 Kings 3:27.
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Undoubtedly the favourite parallels 
are those of the redemption of the first-
born128 and the offering of Isaac, which 
from the viewpoint of the biblical crit-
ics allegedly naturally had its origin in 
an actual human sacrifice.129

Friedrich Schwenn even understands 
the crucifixion as a human sacrifice: 
“This is how a practice of heathen-
ism or of unenlightened Jewish reli-
gion was spiritualized.”130 But he has 
to go on: “Since then there has been 
no more offering of animal, or indeed 
human, sacrifices anywhere where faith 
in Christ really influenced the whole 
of a nation. But the spiritual powers 
which it sought to suppress all too often 
remained clandestinely alive, and often 
enough Christianity was only out-
wardly the victor.”131

There has been a long tradition of 
anti-Semitism, according to which the 
Jews were allegedly “committed to rit-
ual murder”132 on the basis of the law. 
Even the Romans accused both Jews133 
and Christians134 of offering human 
sacrifices, which in fact they themselves 
practised.

But let us now turn to the particular 
texts and accounts which are put for-
ward in support of human sacrifices in 
the Old Testament.

In 1 Kings 16:34 it is merely stated 
that, in fulfilment of Joshua’s curse 
in Jos. 6:26, that anyone who rebuilt 
Jerusalem would lose his oldest and 
youngest son, and in fact two sons of 
Hiel did die. There is no question of 
human sacrifices, even if it had involved 
a Canaanite sacrifice. For Hiel to lose 

his sons through human sacrifice would 
probably not have been understood as a 
curse, whereas the undesired loss of his 
children was.

In Mic. 6:7f. God replies to the ques-
tion whether human sacrifice would be 
acceptable (Mic. 6:7), that man knows 
what is good and is required, i.e. to 
practise justice, mercy and humility 
(Mic. 6:8). Jer. 7:31; 19:5 state expressly 
that God has never commanded that the 
first-born should be actually sacrificed. 

In Ps. 106:37 it is reported that the 
Israelites sacrificed their children “to 
demons,” because they worshipped the 
idols of the heathen. Here the divine 
criticism of human sacrifices is clearly 
spelt out. In 2 Sam. 21:9 we have only 
the report of the carrying out of the 
death penalty. It is only by importing a 
mysterious background that any human 
sacrifice can be suspected here.

It is often questioned whether the 
judge Jephthah in Judg. 11:31–39 is 
described as actually having sacrificed 
and killed his daughter. In Judg. 11:31 
Jephthah makes a vow that if victory 
is obtained the first person who then 
meets him “shall surely be the Lord’s, 
and I will offer it up as a burnt offer-
ing.” In the event the first to meet him 
after the victory is his only child, his 
daughter (Judg. 11:34), and he says to 
her: “You have brought me very low. You 
are among those who trouble me!” (Judg. 
11:35). The result was that his family 
had to become extinct. The daughter 
keeps the vow made by her father, and 
consequently a lament is sung for her 
each year (Judg. 11:39f). But she asks 
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for “two months” to “bewail [her] vir-
ginity” (Judg. 11:37, repeated in Judg. 
11:38). Judg. 11:39 goes on to report 
the fulfilment of the vow: “and he car-
ried out his vow with her which he had 
vowed. She knew no man.” Does this 
mean that he offered his daughter as a 
“burnt offering”? That this was not the 
case is indicated135 by the fact that the 
text speaks of a burnt offering before 
the Lord, which would have been a sac-
rifice on the altar of the Tabernacle. In 
addition the Tabernacle was in Shiloh, 
in the territory of the Ephraimites, with 
whom Jephthah was in dispute, so he 
would have been unable to go to Shiloh. 
But above all, the fulfilment of the vow 
excludes its being understood as a sac-
rifice of the daughter on the altar of 
Yahweh. How would the vow then be 
fulfilled? The text states: “and he car-
ried out his vow with her which he had 
vowed. She knew no man” (Judg. 11:39). 
Thus the vow involved the daughter not 
knowing a man throughout her life-
time, thus remaining celibate and being 
entirely consecrated to the Lord (“shall 
surely be the Lord’s”). That makes sense 
of the daughter wanting to bewail her 
“virginity.” You don’t bewail your vir-
ginity because you are to die as a virgin, 
but because you have to live as a virgin. 
In addition, Jephthah was a God-fear-
ing man (Judg. 11:11), who knew the 
books of Moses (Judg. 11:15–18). For 
this military campaign and this vow 
“the Spirit of the Lord came upon” him 
(Judg. 11:29). All this makes it unlikely 
that here he commits one of the great-
est crimes of Israelite history, which is 
what the sacrifice of a child to the Lord 

would have been. James Jordan makes 
the assumption that Jephthah wanted 
to set up a hereditary royal dynasty 
in opposition to the will of God, and 
this God prevented through the vow, 
whereby his daughter did not marry 
and therefore could not bear an heir to 
the throne.136

In the case of the offering of Isaac, 
which was commanded by God (Gen. 
22:1–19), it must be very clearly empha-
sised that it did not in fact take place, 
which is evidenced by the fact that the 
historical figure of Isaac continued the 
history of Israel. The “offering of Isaac” 
was indeed a foreshadowing of the sacri-
fice of Jesus, the only Son of God. Isaac 
could not have taken away the guilt of 
mankind, which only the later descen-
dant (“seed”) of Abraham, Jesus Christ, 
was able to do.

The only actual sacrifice of a human 
being according to the will of God is the 
death of Jesus.137 And this does not apply 
to the Lord’s Supper, which is not a 
repetition of the sacrifice, but a remem-
brance of it. In the first place it must 
certainly be established that Jesus was 
killed by those who opposed him, who 
on that account rendered themselves 
liable to punishment. No human being 
is, or ever will be, called upon to offer 
human sacrifice. God used the death of 
his Son at the hands of his enemies in a 
way which cannot be explained to pro-
vide atonement for sin. By human sacri-
fice we normally understand something 
quite different, i.e. that human beings 
sacrifice a human being to God. Even 
in the case of the crucifixion, there can 
be no question of that. C&S
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1989), p. 172f.; Michael Harner, “The Ecologi-
cal Basis for Aztec Sacrifice,” op. cit.; M. Harris, 
Kannibalen und Könige: Aufstieg und Nieder-
gang der Menschheitskulturen (Frankfurt: 1978) 
(English version Cannibals and Kings [New 
York: Random House, 1977]); David Carrasco, 
“Human Sacrifice: Aztec Rites,” pp. 516–523 
in Mircea Eliade (ed.), The Encylopedia of Reli-
gion (New York: Macmillan, 1987), vol. 6. On 
cannibalism of the descendants of the Incas, 
Aztecs, etc., i.e. of the South American Indians, 
cf. Alfred Métraux, “Warfare, Cannibalism, 
and Human Trophies,” pp. 383–410 in Julian 
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