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Sensationalized stories of contemporary cannibalism–such as those on Issei Sagawa, Katherine Knight, 
Armin Meiwes, José Luis Calva Zepeda, Otty Sanchez, Rudy Eugene, and Zhang Yongming, to name a 
few–are far from lacking in cultural memory, and are rivaled in awe by neocolonial Western documentation 
of its usage in Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Bosnia, or Kosovo… Of particular interest, 
here, however, are the Western cultural logics that command our understanding of cannibalism. In its 
numerous forms–endo, exo, mortuary, survivalist, vengeful, sacrificial, and honorary–cannibalism asserts 
superiority, and simultaneously offers the dissipation of that very assertion. While many have covered this 
topic in great detail, I consider the figure of the cannibal not only as one of resistance to US and European 
imperialism, but also as a queer subject, whose alienation supplies a fierce response to current US 
protectionist and xenophobic policies. 

Famed for his anti-US imperialist writing, Cuban poet and critic, Roberto Fernández Retamar unpacks 
colonial assumptions underlying Western utopian visions in his 1989 essay Calibán–namely the tendency 
to overlook and misrepresent native peoples during European territorial conquests. Departing from an 
etymological understanding of utopia as a place out of place (‘u’ means away and ‘topia’ comes from 
‘topos,’ place), Retamar complicates the idea of utopia as “there is no such place” by suggesting instead 
“there is no such man.” For Retamar, this shift evidences a Western utopian literary tradition that ascribes 
utopia to a land assumed bare, and which renders invisible any inhabitants, along with their culture, and 
consequently their existence:  2

Generally speaking, the utopic vision throws upon these lands projects for political reforms 
unrealized in the countries of origin. […] It goes without saying that these proponents of “There is 
no such place” are irritated by the insolent fact that the place does exist and, quite naturally, has all 
the virtues and defects not of a project but of a genuine reality. 

More than illustrations of territorial layouts and spatial relationships, maps are tools for both administration 
and war. During the Age of Exploration, Western maps were beyond erroneous; they were fantastical. This 
was in part because cartographers relied on reports from navigators, who often used dead reckoning or 
inaccurate compasses to estimate longitudes, and from travelers, who produced mythical reports of their 
explorations.  To Retamar’s point, Sir Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) resembles the mapping projects of its 3

time, with fanciful renderings of space and figure. More’s Utopia describes the following inhabitants of a 
fictionalized island:  4

Some live unmarried and chaste, and abstain from eating any sort of flesh; and thus weaning 
themselves from all the pleasures of the present life, which they account hurtful, they pursue, even 
by the hardest and painfullest methods possible, that blessedness which they hope for hereafter; 
[…] Another sort of them is less willing to put themselves to much toil, […] and therefore eat 

 Someone I met at a cryptoparty used this phrase. If I knew their name, I would quote them.1
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flesh so much the more willingly, as they find that by this means they are the more able to work: 
the Utopians look upon these as the wiser sect, but they esteem the others as the most holy.  

Thomas More’s portrait of the island’s pious inhabitants and their pugnacious cannibal neighbors 
corresponds to common accounts from Western European explorers in the Antilles, that dub the Taino as 
peaceful, quiet, and tame, and the Caribs as virulent flesh-eaters. Retamar confirms this uncanny overlap by 
citing a letter written by Christopher Columbus on Feb. 15, 1493: “I have found, then, neither monsters nor 
news of any, save for one island [Quarives], the second upon entering the Indies, which is populated with 
people held by everyone on the islands to be very ferocious, and who eat human flesh.”  Technically, the 5

Caribbean owes its name to the Caribs, native people of the Lesser Antilles, of the Arawakan Kalinago, by 
way of the word karibna, meaning ‘person.’ The Spanish canibal, caribal, from Columbus’ rendering of the 
Caribs, licenses the Caribs as cannibals. This affiliation is then made official when the word ‘cannibal’ 
appears in the Oxford English Dictionary in 1796 as ‘eater of human flesh.’ Anthropologist Heike Behrend 
observes that when the Arawak told Columbus of the Caribs who ate men, they were characterized as 
having dog noses, linking them to monsters of Western folklore from the Middle Ages and antiquity (a 
reference the Awarak would not have had).  Behrend contends that matching the Caribs to earlier dog-6

headed creatures further locates the Latin word ‘canis’ as a root of ‘cannibal,’ inviting canine associations, 
such as hunger, communion, even loyalty. That false accounts overlap with utopian plans reveals the extent 
to which Western representations of indigenous people of the Caribbean were fictionalized. This further 
calcifies the fiction, in which they reside, within perpetual displacement (in this case, the u-topos of all 
places!).  

!  
From the television anime, Attack on Titan, written and illustrated by Hajime Isayama (2009), produced by Wit Studioand Production 
I.G. directed by Tetsurō Araki and Masashi Koizuka (2013) 

Attack on Titan, a popular anime series based on a Japanese manga by Hajime Isayama, uses the figure of 
the cannibal to explore themes of protectionism, xenophobia, and humanity. The story revolves around 
humanoid Titans who devour humans and threaten medieval towns, which are fortified with massive walls 
meant to deter the very tall Titans from entering. This particular anime is draped in all kinds of controversy. 
Many media writers argue that it promotes nationalist Japanese ideologies, and that the Titans stand in for 
Mainland China, while others allege that because it takes place in a neo-medieval Germanic setting, it holds 

 Retamar, Roberto Fernandez. Caliban and other Essays, tr. Edward Baker, Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press (1989)5

 Behrend, Heike. Resurrecting Cannibals, Suffolk: James Curry (2011) 6



no such specific concerns. Either way, the narrative is steeped in border politics. It juxtaposes the explicit 
de-humanization of those who live outside the city's walls with zealous Titan-fighters tasked to protect and 
preserve what one might come to see as a narrow definition of humanity. Here, I am reminded of the role of 
Western cannibalist practices, such as the Christian sacrament, the Eucharist, also known as the Lord’s 
Supper, or the Holy Communion, which celebrates Christ’s sacrifice by ingesting his body and blood. In the 
second century, because of their insistence that the host used in liturgy was in fact the body of Christ, 
Christians were accused of cannibalism and subjected to persecution under the Roman Empire. Albeit 
symbolically, the Eucharist would then provide a way for European colonizers to apprehend both their 
assessment of native cannibalism as a profane application of their tradition, as well as their own 
cannibalizing of the inhabitants of the territories they desired. Susan Bassnett and Harish Trivedi suggest in 
Post-Colonial Translation, that territorial expansion prompted Europeans to formulate a distinction 
between the cannibalism they practiced from that of the “savages” and “primitives” they encountered, using 
hierarchy to border off the colonized from the colonizer.  7

Keeping Titans at bay echoes a concern expressed by Donald Trump in his inaugural speech:   8

From this day forward, it’s going to be only America first. Every decision on trade, on taxes, on 
immigration, on foreign affairs will be made to benefit American workers and American families. 
We must protect our borders from the ravages of other countries making our products, stealing our 
companies and destroying our jobs. 

When Trump uses the word ‘America’ to refer to the United States, he cannibalizes everyone outside the 
US and within the Americas– native and indigenous peoples, immigrants with and without documents, as 
well as citizens of non-US countries on the American continent. While I recognize how commonplace it is 
to use ‘America’ when referring to the ‘United States of America,’ I also uphold that such terminology re-
enforces its colonial legacy. One of the first recorded usages of ‘America’ comes from the Waldseemüller 
map drawn by German cartographer, Martin Waldseemüller, in 1507. His map labeled what we now refer to 
as South America as ‘America,’ in honor of the 16th century Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci, who 
explored its east coast as well as the Caribbean Sea. If the European demonym ‘American’ first referred to 
native peoples in the Americas, it quickly came to designate European inhabitants of its colonies in North 
America. Given the platitude of this history, Trump’s promise to put “America first” by protecting “our 
borders,” consumes and vacates all that is beyond the “America” he identifies. In contrast, Jose Martí 
begins his famous speech titled “Our America” from 1892 by portraying US and European imperialists as 
“giants in seven-league boots” and by cautioning against the very kind of cannibalism Trump commits:  9

The prideful villager thinks his hometown contains the whole world, and as long as he can stay on 
as mayor or humiliate the rival who stole his sweetheart or watch his nest egg accumulating in its 
strongbox he believes the universe to be in good order, unaware of the giants in seven-league 
boots who can crush him underfoot… 

Unlike Martí’s vision for “our mestizo America” that was emboldened by the diversity imperialists fought 
so hard to order, taxonomize, and control, Trump’s America fabulates its citizens through dangerously 
broad identity conversions, which recast immigrants and minorities as criminals. He notoriously claimed 
during his presidential campaign that “the overwhelming amount of violence and crime in our major cities 
is committed by blacks and Hispanics”  or that “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their 10
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best. […] They’re rapists. […] It’s coming from all over South and Latin America, and it’s probably coming 
from the Middle East.”   11

It is important to note that much like the “dog-headed” Caribs, who were mistaken for cannibals, Titans are 
not exactly cannibals, since both are viewed as non-human. Yet, this distinction is far from redemptive; to 
say the Caribs or Titans are not cannibals does not absolve them of their charge, but permanently 
dehumanizes them instead. To wit, when Queen Isabella, in 1503, declared that some people would be best 
served if enslaved, in particular the Carib people precisely because of their cannibalistic tendencies, she 
ensures that enslaving groups of people and stripping them of their land, their culture, their language, 
connotes generosity, protection, and care. As Silvia Federici explains in Caliban and the Witch:   12

Defining the aboriginal American populations as cannibals, devil-worshippers, and sodomites 
supported the fiction that the Conquest was not an unabashed quest for gold and silver but was a 
converting mission […] It also removed, in the eyes of the world and possibly of the colonizers 
themselves, any sanction against the atrocities which they would commit against the “Indians,” 
thus functioning as a license to kill. 

With no small debt to Oswald de Andrade, who in his 1928 Manifesto Antropófago, Cannibalist 
Manifesto,  rethinks cannibalism as a positive and irrepressible aspect of Brazilian culture, and inspired by 13

the work of Octave Mannoni, George Lamming, Aimé Césaire, and Kamau Brathwaite, Roberto Retamar 
looks to Shakespeare’s character, Caliban (the word itself an anagram for ‘cannibal’) from The Tempest, as 
evidence of the Europeans’ erroneous taking of the Caribs for cannibals. Because of this mistake, Retamar 
proposes that Caliban offers a symbol of anti-Euro and US imperialism that is custom-tailored to the people 
of the Caribbean (and to Latin America by extension).  Or, in the more forceful words of the Caliban from 14

Aimé Césaire’s adaptation of Shakespeare’s The Tempest:  15

But I don’t give a damn for your power  
or for your dogs or your police or your  
inventions!  
And do you know why?  
It’s because I know I’ll get you!  
I’ll impale you! And on a stake that you’ve   
sharpened yourself!  
You’ll have impaled yourself!  
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"  
This picture was taken by a friend while he was in Mexico City for the gay pride celebration, less than a 

year before Trump became president and binge decreed orders to build a wall and deny entrance to people 
based on nationality and religion. 

Amidst the exploration of a colonial mindset that dehumanizes, barbarizes, and exiles those who live 
beyond the borders of ones’ familiarity, Attack on Titan also deals with vore and cannibalism fetish in 
graphic scenes of high gore. Servicing vore–the desire to be swallowed whole– some humans are quaffed 
and slurped, while others thrash about in the bowels of Titans, engulfed in cellular mass. Cannibalism 
fantasies permeate scenes of blissful Titans–eyes rolled back in ecstasy–as they sink their teeth into chunks 
of flesh with limp, severed body parts dangling from their mouths. The idea that a human would eat another 
human is far more terrifying than if a nonhuman were to do so. Like filicide, parricide, or incest, 
cannibalism is a proximity-based offense.  If the aggressor is intimate or familial with the victim, the act 16

breaches a sacred separation between human and nonhuman, normative and non-normative, a distance that 
might otherwise exonerate the transgressor. Detailing the implications of homogeneity in the contact zone 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in her book ‘Consuming the Caribbean: From Arawaks to 
Zombies,’ Mimi Sheller relates the Caribbean to a “laboratory for European theorization of ‘race’.” Sheller 
expounds on the threat that hybridization (or creolization) posed to the European’s newly instituted 
classification systems.  To this, I will add that enforcing human/non-human separation bears much 17

resemblance, at its core, to a homophobic act: separation allays the fear of proximity. The walled-off Titan, 
or islanded cannibal, becomes a queer subject through the alienation offset by technologies of segregation 
that regulate mobility–notably the use of walls and travel bans.   
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"  
From the television anime, Attack on Titan, written and illustrated by Hajime Isayama (2009), produced by Wit Studioand Production 
I.G. directed by Tetsurō Araki and Masashi Koizuka (2013) 

While it is said that both the oppressed and the oppressor partake in cannibalism, their renditions are 
decisively different. Unlike the colonizer who cannibalizes nations and people, the colonized has merely 
been ascribed a title that the colonizer, ironically, acts out. Gender and cultural studies scholar Elsbeth 
Probyn holds that because the cannibal is a paradoxical figure, it is more apt to hold a mirror up to the 
West:  18

In a situation where nearly every taboo has been flaunted and aired, the cannibal returns to mock 
our presentations of morality. Reminding the West of its past atrocities, it whispers the words of 
Montaigne: “I think there is more barbarisme in eating men alive, than to feed upon them dead; to 
mangle by tortures torment a body full of lively sense…than to root and eat him after he is 
dead…”  

Acknowledging this contradiction entitles the cannibal in drag to do something that the cannibal cannot. 
Poet, performer, and post-drag king, K. Bradford / Johnny T. defines ‘drag’ as “a mode of extending the 
human form” allowing the “refigured, queered body” to refuse “the act of over-rehearsing that optical, 
political illusion of a protectionist, nationalist island, remote unto itself.” For K. Bradford / Johnny T., 
“drag heralds an alternate set of conditions for urgent times: a collective, public, feasting where we refigure 
our borders.”  Cannibalism in drag draws from its history in cultural syncretism, hybridity, and liminality. 19

For the transbordered, questioned, racialized, ethnic, queer body, this redefining can be crucial. The “fiction 
of identity” is, according to José Esteban Muñoz, more accessible to the minoritarian subject.  In further 20

consideration of Muñoz’ notion of ‘disidentification,’ which he offers as a strategy of liberation that 
formulates, through performance, a way of dealing with a dominant ideology instead of internalizing it or 
rejecting it, performing cannibal undergirds the framework of an assigned estrangement. The cannibal in 
drag does this not by literally deploying cannibalism, nor by becoming a typecast for the aggressive, 
foreign body; but, rather, by harnessing the fiction of their characterization. The cannibal in drag might 
operate as an infiltrator, a decoy, a whistleblower, a brick thrower, or a smuggler. Aligned with what Sara 
Ahmed and Jackie Stacey call “skin-tight politics,” which they frame as “a politics that takes as its 
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orientation not the body as such, but the fleshy interface between bodies and worlds,”  the cannibal in drag 21

moves through (and not away from) an otherizing process, wagering a Xenofeminist politics of alienation.   22
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