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Barbarians All

Michel de Montaigne, Of Cannibals (1580s)

The Edict of Nantes was a victory not only for Henry IV but also for the politiques,
moderate French Catholics and Calvinists who advocated putting the viability of the
state ahead of religious uniformity. Their support of religious toleration emerged in
direct response to the violence and futility of civil war. French nobleman Michel de
Montaigne (1533—1592) was among the most influential voices of moderation and
open-mindedness in war-torn France. Alongside his public life as a lawyer and gov-
ernment official, Montaigne was a prolific writer who invented a new genre in Euro-
Pean literature, the essay, as a concise form of expression. An excerpt from one of his
best-known essays, “Of Cannibals,” follows. Here Montaigne casts his gaze in two di-
rections: at newly colonized peoples in the Americas and at his fellow citizens con-
sumed by religious hatred. In the process, he questions the basis of Europeans’ supposed
moral and cultural superiority over the “barbarians” of the New World.

I'had with me for a long time a man that had lived ten or twelve years in that order
world which has been discovered in our century, in the place where Villegaignon
landed, which he called Antarctic France.! This discovery of so vast a country seems
worthy of consideration. I do not know if I can be sure that in the future there may
not be another such discovery made, so many greater men than we having been
deceived in this. I am afraid our eyes are bigger than our bellies and that we have
more curiosity than capacity. We grasp at all, but catch nothing but wind. . . .
This man that I had was a plain ignorant fellow, which is a condition fit to bear
true witness; for your sharp sort of men are much more curious in their observations
and notice a great deal more, but they gloss them; and to give the greater weight to
their interpretation and make it convincing, they cannot forbear to alter the story a
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"Brazil, where he arrived in 1557.



little. They never represent things to you simply as they are, they slant them and
mask them according to the aspect they saw in them; and to give authority to their
judgment and to attract you to it, they are willing to contribute something there to
the matter, lengthening it and amplifying it. We should have a man either of irre-
proachable veracity, or so simple that he has not wherewithal to contrive and to give
a color of truth to false tales, and who has not espoused any cause. Mine was such a
one; and, besides that, he has diverse times brought me several seamen and mer-
chants whom he had known on that voyage. I do, therefore, content myself with his
information without inquiring what the cosmographers say about it. . . .

Now to return to my subject, I find that there is nothing barbarous and savage
in this nation according to what I have been told, except that everyone gives the
title of barbarism to everything that is not according to his usage; as, indeed, we
have no other criterion of truth and reason than the example and pattern of the
opinions and customs of the country wherein we live. There is always the perfect
religion, there the perfect government, there the perfect and accomplished usage in
all things. They are savages in the same way that we say fruits are wild, which na-
ture produces of herself and by her ordinary course; whereas, in truth, we ought
rather to call those wild whose natures we have changed by our artifice and diverted
from the common order. In the former, the genuine, most useful, and natural
virtues and properties are vigorous and active; which we have degenerated in the
latter, and we have only adapted them to the pleasure of our corrupted palate. And
yet, for all this, the flavor and delicacy found in various uncultivated fruits of those
countries are excellent to our taste, worthy rivals of ours. . . .

These nations then seem to me to be barbarous so far as having received very
little fashioning from the human mind and as being still very close to their origi-
nal simplicity. The laws of Nature govern them still, very little vitiated by ours. . . .

... [T]here is no manner of traffic, no knowledge of letters, no science of numbers,
no name of magistrate or of political superiority; no use of servitude, riches, or poverty;
no contracts, no successions, no dividing of properties, no employments, except those
of leisure; no respect of kindred, except for the common bond; no clothing, no agri-
culture, no metal, no use of wheat or wine. The very words that signify lying, treach-
ery, dissimulation, avarice, envy, detraction, and pardon were never heard of. . ..

They have wars with the nations that live farther inland beyond their moun-
tains, to which they go quite naked and without other arms than their bows and
wooden swords pointed at one end like the points of our spears. The obstinacy of
their battles is wonderful; they never end without slaughter and bloodshed; for as to
running away and fear, they know not what it is. Everyone for a trophy brings home
the head of an enemy he has killed and fixes it over the door of his house. After hav-
ing a long time treated their prisoners well and with all the luxuries they can think
of, he to whom the prisoner belongs forms a great assembly of his acquaintances. He
ties a rope to one of the arms of the prisoner, by the end of which he holds him some
paces away for fear of being struck, and gives to the friend he loves best the other arm
to hold in the same manner; and they two, in the presence of all the assembly, dis-
patch him with their swords. After that they roast him and eat him among them and
send some pieces to their absent friends. They do not do this, as some think, for



nourishment, . . . but as a representation of an extreme revenge. And its proof is that
having observed that the Portuguese, who were in league with their enemies, in-
flicted another sort of death on them when they captured them, which was to bury
them up to the waist, shoot the rest of the body full of arrows, and then hang them;
they thought that these people from the other world (as men who had sown the
knowledge of a great many vices among their neighbors and were much greater mas-
ters in all kind of wickedness than they) did not exercise this sort of revenge with-
out reason, and that it must needs be more painful than theirs, and they began to
leave their old way and to follow this. I am not sorry that we should take notice of
the barbarous horror of such acts, but I am sorry that, seeing so clearly into their
faults, we should be so blind to our own. I conceive there is more barbarity in eat-
ing a man alive than in eating him dead, in tearing by tortures and the rack a body
that is still full of feeling, in roasting him by degrees, causing him to be bitten and
torn by dogs and swine (as we have not only read, but lately seen, not among invet-
erate enemies, but among neighbors and fellow-citizens, and what is worse, under
color of piety and religion), than in roasting and eating him after he is dead. . . .

We may, then, well call these people barbarians in respect to the rules of rea-
son, but not in respect to ourselves, who, in all sorts of barbarity, exceed them.
Their warfare is in every way noble and generous and has as much excuse and
beauty as this human malady is capable of; it has with them no other foundation
than the sole jealousy of valor. Their disputes are not for the conquests of new lands,
for they still enjoy that natural abundance that supplies them without labor and
trouble with all things necessary in such abundance that they have no need to en-
large their borders. And they are still in that happy stage of desiring only as much
as their natural necessities demand; all beyond that is superfluous to them.



