
cannibals all or slaves without masters
cannibals all or slaves without masters is a phrase that evokes deep philosophical and
political reflections on the nature of freedom, authority, and human society. It has been
historically used to argue the necessity of governance and social order, suggesting that
without masters or rulers, humanity might descend into chaos or savagery. This article
explores the origins and interpretations of this provocative idea, examining its
implications across political theory, history, and cultural discourse. The phrase invites
discussion on the balance between autonomy and control, the role of authority in
maintaining societal cohesion, and the consequences of absolute freedom. By analyzing
these themes, this article aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the concept
and its relevance in contemporary debates. The following sections will delve into the
origins of the phrase, its philosophical context, historical applications, and modern
interpretations.
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Philosophical Interpretations

Political Implications and Governance

Cultural and Literary Representations

Contemporary Relevance and Debates

Origins and Historical Context
The phrase "cannibals all or slaves without masters" originates from the political writings
of the 17th and 18th centuries, particularly within the works of thinkers like Thomas
Hobbes. Hobbes famously argued that without a sovereign power to impose order, human
beings would exist in a state of nature characterized by conflict and brutality, often
summarized as a "war of all against all." This bleak view suggested that people faced a
stark choice: live as "slaves" under a master who maintains peace and security, or live as
"cannibals," metaphorically representing the chaos and violence of unregulated freedom.

This concept emerged during a period of intense political turmoil in Europe, marked by
civil wars and the rise of absolutist monarchies. The historical context influenced the
framing of the phrase, emphasizing the perceived necessity of strong centralized authority
to prevent societal collapse. It also reflected prevailing attitudes toward human nature and
the justification of political power during the early modern era.

Thomas Hobbes and Leviathan
Thomas Hobbes’s seminal work Leviathan (1651) is the primary source that popularized
the idea encapsulated in "cannibals all or slaves without masters." Hobbes contended that



the natural state of humanity was one of fear and constant threat, where life would be
"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short" without government. According to Hobbes,
individuals consent to surrender some freedoms to a sovereign in exchange for protection
and order, thus becoming "slaves" to a master who prevents them from becoming
"cannibals" in a metaphorical sense.

Historical Examples of Authority and Anarchy
Historically, periods of weak or absent central authority often coincided with social
disorder, reinforcing the notion that some form of governance is essential. Examples
include the breakdown of the Roman Empire, leading to the chaotic Middle Ages, or the
English Civil War, which underscored the dangers of political instability. These events
served as practical illustrations of the theoretical arguments about masters and the
potential for society to dissolve into conflict without them.

Philosophical Interpretations
Beyond Hobbes, the phrase has been interpreted and debated by various philosophers,
each offering nuanced views on authority, freedom, and human nature. The tension
between autonomy and control is central to these discussions, questioning whether
freedom can truly exist without order or if absolute liberty inevitably leads to disorder.

Social Contract Theory
Social contract theorists such as John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau expanded on
Hobbes’s ideas, but with significant differences. Locke emphasized natural rights and
limited government, proposing that masters must serve the governed, or risk losing their
legitimacy. Rousseau introduced the concept of the "general will," advocating for a
collective sovereignty where freedom and authority coexist. These perspectives complicate
the simple dichotomy of cannibals or slaves by suggesting alternative frameworks for
governance and freedom.

Critiques of Authority
Philosophers like Michel Foucault and anarchist thinkers have challenged the premise that
masters are inherently necessary. They argue that power structures often serve to oppress
rather than protect, and that the metaphor of "slaves without masters" can be a tool of
social control. These critiques highlight the importance of questioning the legitimacy of
authority and exploring possibilities for self-governance and decentralized power.

Political Implications and Governance
The phrase "cannibals all or slaves without masters" has significant implications for
political theory and practice. It raises questions about the legitimacy of rulers, the nature



of obedience, and the conditions necessary for a stable society.

Authority and Legitimacy
Governments derive authority through various means such as tradition, consent, or
coercion. The idea suggests that without accepted masters, society risks descending into
chaos. Thus, political legitimacy often depends on convincing people that some form of
rule is preferable to anarchy. This concept underpins many political systems that prioritize
order and security over absolute individual freedom.

Balancing Freedom and Control
Modern democracies attempt to balance freedom with necessary constraints to prevent
disorder. Laws, institutions, and checks and balances serve as mechanisms to regulate
behavior without resorting to tyranny. The phrase reminds policymakers and citizens alike
of the delicate equilibrium between allowing liberty and maintaining social cohesion.

List: Key Political Concepts Related to the Phrase

Social contract and consent of the governed

Rule of law and legal authority

State of nature and human nature theories

Legitimacy and sovereignty

Order versus freedom debate

Cultural and Literary Representations
The dichotomy of "cannibals all or slaves without masters" resonates in various cultural
and literary works, often symbolizing the struggle between chaos and order, freedom and
subjugation.

Literary Usage
Writers have employed this phrase or its thematic equivalents to explore the
consequences of power vacuums and the nature of human behavior. In dystopian
literature, for example, the absence of authority often leads to anarchy and violence,
reflecting the "cannibals all" scenario. Conversely, authoritarian regimes depicted as
"slaves without masters" highlight the loss of personal freedoms under oppressive rule.



Popular Culture and Media
Films, television, and other media frequently grapple with these themes, portraying
societies on the brink of collapse or under tyrannical control. These narratives underscore
the ongoing relevance of the phrase in understanding the human condition and the
complexities of governance.

Contemporary Relevance and Debates
In modern political discourse, the phrase "cannibals all or slaves without masters"
continues to provoke debate about the nature of freedom, authority, and social order. It
remains a useful framework for discussing the challenges faced by contemporary
societies.

Libertarianism and Anarchism
Movements advocating minimal or no government challenge the assumption that masters
are necessary. Libertarian and anarchist philosophies argue for maximum individual
freedom and self-governance, suggesting that societal order can emerge without coercive
masters. These views reinterpret the phrase by rejecting the inevitability of "cannibalistic"
chaos.

Authoritarianism and Security
Conversely, some political actors emphasize the need for strong leadership to maintain
security and stability, especially in times of crisis. This perspective aligns with the
phrase's original warning, advocating for masters who can prevent societal disintegration.

Technology and Governance
The digital age introduces new dimensions to the debate, with questions about
surveillance, data control, and algorithmic governance. These developments complicate
traditional notions of masters and slaves, raising concerns about who holds power and
how freedom is defined in contemporary contexts.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Cannibals All! or Slaves
Without Masters' by George Fitzhugh?
The main theme of 'Cannibals All! or Slaves Without Masters' is a defense of slavery,
where Fitzhugh argues that slavery is a positive institution and criticizes the capitalist
system for exploiting wage laborers.



Who was George Fitzhugh, the author of 'Cannibals All!
or Slaves Without Masters'?
George Fitzhugh was a 19th-century American social theorist and lawyer known for his
pro-slavery writings, advocating for slavery as a socially and morally superior system to
free labor.

How does Fitzhugh justify slavery in 'Cannibals All!'?
Fitzhugh justifies slavery by claiming that enslaved people were better cared for than
wage laborers in the North, arguing that slavery provided security and paternalistic care,
whereas free laborers were exploited and left to suffer.

What criticisms does 'Cannibals All!' make against
capitalism and free labor?
'Cannibals All!' criticizes capitalism and free labor for creating economic insecurity,
exploitation, and social instability, suggesting that wage workers were 'slaves without
masters' who lacked protection and care.

In what historical context was 'Cannibals All! or Slaves
Without Masters' written?
'Cannibals All!' was written in 1857, during the antebellum period in the United States,
amidst intense debates over slavery and increasing sectional tensions leading up to the
Civil War.

How has 'Cannibals All!' been received by modern
scholars?
Modern scholars generally view 'Cannibals All!' as a deeply flawed and racist defense of
slavery that reflects the pro-slavery ideology of its time, often analyzing it to understand
the intellectual justifications for slavery.

What rhetorical strategies does Fitzhugh use in
'Cannibals All!' to persuade readers?
Fitzhugh uses paternalistic and moralistic rhetoric, comparing enslaved people to wage
workers, employing emotional appeals, and attacking Northern society to persuade
readers that slavery was a humane and stable social system.

Does 'Cannibals All!' address the experiences of
enslaved people themselves?
No, 'Cannibals All!' largely ignores the perspectives and humanity of enslaved people,
instead using them as examples to support Fitzhugh's argument, often portraying them in
paternalistic and dehumanizing terms.



Why is 'Cannibals All! or Slaves Without Masters'
considered controversial today?
The book is controversial because it defends slavery, an institution based on racial
oppression and human rights violations, using arguments that are now recognized as
racist and morally indefensible.

Additional Resources
1. Alive: The Story of the Andes Survivors
This harrowing true story recounts the 1972 crash of a Uruguayan rugby team’s plane in
the Andes Mountains. Stranded in freezing conditions with limited food, the survivors
faced impossible choices, including resorting to cannibalism to stay alive. It is a gripping
tale of human endurance, morality, and the will to survive against all odds.

2. Slave Narratives: A Folk History of Slavery in the United States
A comprehensive collection of firsthand accounts from formerly enslaved African
Americans, this compilation offers a vivid glimpse into the brutal realities of slavery. These
narratives reveal the struggles, resilience, and resistance of slaves who sought freedom
and dignity in a system designed to deny them both. The book is an essential resource for
understanding the human dimension of slavery.

3. In the Heart of the Sea: The Tragedy of the Whaleship Essex
This historical account details the 1820 sinking of the whaleship Essex by a sperm whale,
an event that inspired Herman Melville’s "Moby-Dick." Stranded thousands of miles from
land, the crew faced starvation and dehydration, ultimately resorting to cannibalism to
survive. The book explores themes of survival, leadership, and the limits of human
endurance.

4. Slave Without Masters
Set in the antebellum South, this novel follows the life of an enslaved man who escapes
bondage and struggles to build a life of freedom. It delves into the psychological and
physical challenges faced by slaves seeking autonomy in a society determined to keep
them oppressed. The story highlights themes of resilience, identity, and the quest for self-
determination.

5. Cannibalism and the Colonial World
This academic work examines the historical and cultural contexts of cannibalism,
particularly in colonial settings where indigenous peoples were often labeled cannibals by
European colonizers. It challenges stereotypes and explores the complex interactions
between colonizers and colonized, including how accusations of cannibalism were used to
justify domination. The book provides a critical perspective on cultural misunderstandings
and power dynamics.

6. Half Slave and Half Free: The Roots of Civil War
This historical analysis investigates the lives of African Americans who lived in border
states where slavery was contested and complex. It reveals how these individuals
navigated a world of shifting allegiances, legal ambiguities, and social upheaval. The book
sheds light on the nuanced experiences of slaves and free blacks before the Civil War.



7. Survival Cannibalism: The Anthropology of Extreme Situations
Focusing on documented cases of cannibalism in survival scenarios, this anthropological
study explores why and how humans resort to consuming human flesh in desperate
circumstances. It discusses psychological, social, and cultural factors influencing such
behavior. The book offers a scientific and ethical examination of a taboo subject.

8. Slaves Without Masters: The Free Negro in the Antebellum South
This work explores the lives of free African Americans living in the South before the Civil
War, a group caught between slavery and freedom. It highlights their struggles for
economic opportunity, legal rights, and social acceptance in a society structured by racial
hierarchy. The book provides insight into the complexities of freedom in a slaveholding
society.

9. The Cannibal Within: Myth and Reality of Human Flesh Consumption
This book investigates the myths, legends, and documented instances of cannibalism
throughout history and across cultures. It separates fact from fiction, examining how
cannibalism has been sensationalized or misunderstood. The author also discusses the
psychological and cultural dimensions of cannibalism as both a survival strategy and a
symbolic act.
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