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14-6 A Critique of European "Superiority"
MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE, Of Cannibals (1580)

Michel de Montaigne (duh mahn-TAYN) (1533-1592), a French lawyer and government offi-
cial, wrote about his personal experiences and travels in his Essays of 1580. Writing during a
period of religious warfare in Europe and the expansion of the European presence around the
world, Montaigne offered a critique of European assumptions of social and cultural superior-
ity. In his essay" Of Cannibals," Montaigne pointed out the virtues of Native American society
as he saw them. As you read this excerpt from the essay, consider how Montaigne's own
assumptions and cultural commitments shaped his view of Native American society. How did
Montaigne's diagnosis of the ills of his own society affect his perception of the peoples of the
Americas?

When King Pyrrhus' invaded Italy, having viewed and considered the order of
the army the Romans sent out to meet him; "I know not," said he, "what kind of
barbarians" (for so the Greeks called all other nations) "these may be; but the
disposition of this army that I see has nothing of barbarism in it." ... Bywhich it
appears how cautious men ought to be of taking things upon trust from vulgar
opinion, and that we are to judge by the eye of reason, and not from common
report.

I long had a man in my house that lived ten or twelve years in the New
World, discovered in these latter days, and in that part of it where Villegaignon
landed, which he called Antarctic France." This discovery of so vast a country
seems to be of very great consideration. I cannot be sure, that hereafter there may
not be another, so many wiser 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; for we grasp at all, but catch nothing but wind ....

This man that I had was a plain ignorant fellow, and therefore the more
likely to tell truth: for your better-bred sort of men are much more curious in
their observation; ... they never represent things to you simply as they are, but
rather as they appeared to them, or as they would have them appear to you .... I
would have everyone write what he knows, and as much as he knows, but no
more; and that not in this only but in all other subjects ....

Now, to return to my subject, I find that there is nothing barbarous and sav-
age in this nation, by anything that I can gather, excepting, that everyone gives

From Essays 0/Montaigne, trans. Charles Cotton, ed. William Carew Hazlitt (London: Reeves and
Turner, 1902),I:237-252.

IPyrrhus: Greek king of Sicily (319-272 B.C.E.) who attempted to prevent Roman armies
from advancing into southern Italy.

2and in that part ... Antarctic France: Nicolas Durand de Villegaignon (1510-1571)was an
officer in the French navy who in 1555 captured the region surrounding what is now Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil, from the Portuguese. In addition to creating new trading opportunities, his goal
was to build a refuge for the French Calvinists to escape religious persecution in France. Portugal
retook the colony in 1567.
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the title of barbarism to everything that is not in use in his own country. As,
indeed, we have no other level of truth and reason than the example and idea of
the opinions and customs of the place wherein we live: there is always the perfect
religion, there the perfect government, there the most exact and accomplished
usage of all things ....

These nations then seem to me to be so far barbarous, as having received but
very little form and fashion from art and human invention, and consequently to
be not much remote from their original simplicity. The laws of nature, however,
govern them still, not as yet much [corrupted] with any mixture of ours: but 'tis
in such purity, that I am sometimes troubled we were not sooner acquainted
with these people, and that they were not discovered in those better times, when
there were men much more able to judge of them than we are .... To my appre-
hension, what we now see in those nations, does not only surpass all the pictures
with which the poets have adorned the golden age, and all their inventions in
feigning a happy state of man, but, moreover, the fancy and even the wish and
desire of philosophy itself; so native and so pure a simplicity, as we by experi-
ence see to be in them, could never enter into their imagination, nor could they
ever believe that human society could have been maintained with so little artifice
and human patchwork. I should tell Plato" that it is a nation wherein there is no
manner of traffic, no knowledge of letters, no science of numbers, no name of
magistrate or political superiority; no use of service, riches or poverty, no con-
tracts, no successions, no dividends, no properties, no employments, but those of
leisure, no respect of kindred, but common, no clothing, no agriculture, no metal,
no use of corn or wine; the very words that signify lying, treachery, dissimula-
tion, avarice, envy, detraction, pardon, never heard of. How much would he find
his imaginary Republic short of his perfection? ...

As to the rest, they live in a country very pleasant and temperate, so that, as
my witnesses inform me, 'tis rare to hear of a sick person, and they moreover
assure me, that they never saw any of the natives, either paralytic, bleary-eyed,
toothless, or crooked with age. The situation of their country is along the sea-
shore .... They have great store of fish and flesh that have no resemblance to
those of ours: which they eat without any other cookery, than plain boiling,
roasting, and broiling. The first that rode a horse thither, though in several other
voyages he had contracted an acquaintance and familiarity with them, put them
into so terrible a fright, with his centaur+ appearance, that they killed him with
their arrows before they could come to discover who he was. Their buildings are
very long, and of capacity to hold two or three hundred people .... They have
wood so hard, that they cut with it, and make their swords of it, and their grills of
it to broil their meat. Their beds are of cotton, hung swinging from the roof, like
our seamen's hammocks, every man his own, for the wives lie apart from their

3Plato: Greek philosopher (427-347 B.C.E.) and author of The Republic, who wrote about an
ideal city in which people were ruled by philosophers.

4centaur: Half-human, half-horse creature from Greek mythology.
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husbands. They rise with the sun, and so soon as they are up, eat for all day, for
they have no more meals but that; they do not then drink, ... but drink very often
all day after, and sometimes to a rousing pitch .... The whole day is spent in
dancing. Their young men go a-hunting after wild beasts with bows and arrows;
one part of their women are employed in preparing their drink the while, which
is their chief employment. One of their old men, in the morning before they fall to
eating, preaches to the whole family, walking from the one end of the house to
the other, and several times repeating the same sentence, till he has finished the
round, for their houses are at least a hundred yards long. Valor towards their
enemies and love towards their wives, are the two heads of his discourse ....
They believe in the immortality of the soul, and that those who have merited well
of the gods are lodged in that part of heaven where the sun rises, and the accursed
in the west. ...

They have continual war with the nations that live further within the main-
land, beyond their mountains, to which they go naked, and without other arms
than their bows and wooden swords, fashioned at one end like the head of our
javelins. The obstinacy of their battles is wonderful, and they never end without
great effusion of blood: for as to running away, they know not what it is. Every
one for a trophy brings home the head of an enemy he has killed, which he fixes
over the door of his house. After having a long time treated their prisoners very
well, and given them all the regales they can think of, he to whom the prisoner
belongs, invites a great assembly of his friends. They being come, he ties a rope to
one of the arms of the prisoner, of which, at a distance, out of his reach, he holds
the one end himself, and gives to the friend he loves best the other arm to hold
after the same manner; which being done, they two, in the presence of all the
assembly, dispatch him with their swords. After that, they roast him, eat him
amongst them, and send some chops to their absent friends. They do not do this,
as some think, for nourishment, ... but as a representation of an extreme revenge;
as will appear by this: that having observed the Portuguese, who were in league
with their enemies, to inflict another sort of death upon any of them they took
prisoners, which was ... to shoot at [them] till [they were] stuck full of arrows,
and then to hang them, they thought those people of the other world ... did not
exercise this sort of revenge without a meaning, and that it must needs be more
painful than theirs, they began to leave their old way, and to follow this. I am not
sorry that we should here take notice of the barbarous horror of so cruel an
action, but that, seeing so clearly into their faults, we should be so blind to our
own. I conceive there is more barbarity in eating a man alive, than when he is
dead; in tearing a body limb from limb by racks and torments, that is yet in per-
fect sense; in roasting it by degrees; in causing it to be bitten and worried by dogs
and swine (as we have not only read, but lately seen, not amongst inveterate and
mortal enemies, but among neighbors and fellow-citizens, and, which is worse,
under color of piety and religion), than to roast and eat him after he is dead ....

We may then call these people barbarous, in respect to the rules of reason:
but not in respect to ourselves, who in all sorts of barbarity exceed them. Their
wars are throughout noble and generous, and carry as much excuse and fair
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pretence, as that human malady is capable of; having with them no other foun-
dation than the sole jealousy of valor. Their disputes are not for the conquest of
new lands, for these they already possess are so fruitful by nature, as to supply
them without labor or concern, with all things necessary, in such abundance that
they have no need to enlarge their borders. And they are, moreover, happy in
this, that they only covet so much as their natural necessities require: all beyond
that is superfluous to them .... If their neighbors pass over the mountains to
assault them, and obtain a victory, all the victors gain by it is glory only, and the
advantage of having proved themselves the better in valor and virtue: for they
never meddle with the goods of the conquered, but presently return into their
own country, where they have no want of anything necessary, nor of this greatest
of all goods, to know happily how to enjoy their condition and to be content. And
those in turn do the same; they demand of their prisoners no other ransom, than
acknowledgment that they are overcome .... There is not a man amongst them
who had not rather be killed and eaten, than so much as to open his mouth to
entreat he may not. They use them with all liberality and freedom, to the end
their lives may be so much the dearer to them; but frequently entertain them with
menaces of their approaching death, of the torments they are to suffer, of the
preparations making in order to it, of the mangling of their limbs, and of the feast
that is to be made, where their carcass is to be the only dish. All which they do, to
no other end, but only to extort some gentle or submissive word from them, or to
frighten them so as to make them run away, to obtain this advantage that they
were terrified, and that their constancy was shaken; and indeed, if rightly taken,
it is in this point only that a true victory consists ....

But to return to my story: these prisoners are so far from discovering the
least weakness, for all the terrors that can be represented to them, that, on the
contrary, during the two or three months they are kept, they always appear with
a cheerful countenance; importune their masters to make haste to bring them to
the test, defy, rail at them, and reproach them with cowardice, and the number of
battles they have lost against those of their country. I have a song made by one
of these prisoners, wherein he bids them" come ail, and dine upon him, and wel-
come, for they shall withal eat their own fathers and grandfathers, whose flesh
has served to feed and nourish him. These muscles," says he, "this flesh and
these veins, are your own: poor silly souls as you are, you little think that the sub-
stance of your ancestors' limbs is here yet; notice what you eat, and you will find
in it the taste of your own flesh:" in which song there is to be observed an inven-
tion that nothing relishes of the barbarian. Those that paint these people dying
after this manner, represent the prisoner spitting in the faces of his executioners
and making wry mouths at them. And 'tis most certain, that to the very last gasp,
they never cease to brave and defy them both in word and gesture. In plain truth,
these men are very savage in comparison of us; of necessity, they must either be
absolutely so or else we are savages; for there is a vast difference betwixt their
manners and ours.


