Excerpts from "Of the Cannibals," Chapter 30 of Essays by Michel de Montaigne (1580)
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."—[Plutarch, Life of Pyrrhus, c. 8.]—As
much said the Greeks of that which Flaminius brought into their country; and Philip, beholding from an eminence
the order and distribution of the Roman camp formed in his kingdom by Publius Sulpicius Galba, spake to the
same effect. By which 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,—[At Brazil, in 1557.]—which he called Antarctic France. This
discovery of so vast a country seems to be of very great consideration...
[...]
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, 'tis true, and discover a great deal more; but then they
gloss upon it, and to give the greater weight to what they deliver, and allure your belief, they cannot forbear a
little to alter the story; 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, and to gain the reputation of men of judgment, and the better
to induce your faith, are willing to help out the business with something more than is really true, of their own
invention. Now in this case, we should either have a man of irreproachable veracity, or so simple that he has not
wherewithal to contrive, and to give a colour of truth to false relations, and who can have no ends in forging an
untruth. Such a one was mine; and besides, he has at divers times brought to me several seamen and merchants
who at the same time went the same voyage. I shall therefore content myself with his information...
... I find that there is nothing barbarous and savage in this nation, by anything that I can gather, excepting, that
every one gives 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. They are savages at the same rate that we say fruits are wild, which nature produces of herself
and by her own ordinary progress; 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 those, the genuine, most useful, and natural
virtues and properties are vigorous and sprightly, which we have helped to degenerate in these, by
accommodating them to the pleasure of our own corrupted palate. And yet for all this, our taste confesses a
flavour and delicacy excellent even to emulation of the best of ours, in several fruits wherein those countries
abound without art or culture. Neither is it reasonable that art should gain the pre-eminence of our great and
powerful mother nature. We have so surcharged her with the additional ornaments and graces we have added to
the beauty and riches of her own works by our inventions, that we have almost smothered her; yet in other
places, where she shines in her own purity and proper lustre, she marvellously baffles and disgraces all our vain
and frivolous attempts:
"Et veniunt hederae sponte sua melius;
Surgit et in solis formosior arbutus antris;
Et volucres nulls dulcius arte canunt."
["The ivy grows best spontaneously, the arbutus best in shady caves;
and the wild notes of birds are sweeter than art can teach. —"Propertius, i. 2, 10.]
Our utmost endeavours cannot arrive at so much as to imitate the nest of the least of birds, its contexture,
beauty, and convenience: not so much as the web of a poor spider.
All things, says Plato,—[Laws, 10.]—are produced either by nature, by fortune, or by art; the greatest and
most beautiful by the one or the other of the former, the least and the most imperfect by the last.
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 vitiated 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. I am sorry that Lycurgus
and Plato had no knowledge of them; for to my apprehension, 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 experience 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 contracts, 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,
dissimulation, avarice, envy, detraction, pardon, never heard of.
How much would he find his imaginary Republic short of his perfection?
"Viri a diis recentes."
["Men fresh from the gods."—Seneca, Ep., 90.]
"Hos natura modos primum dedit."
["These were the manners first taught by nature."—Virgil, Georgics, ii. 20.]
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,
bleareyed, toothless, or crooked with age. The situation of their country is along the sea-shore, enclosed on the
other side towards the land, with great and high mountains, having about a hundred leagues in breadth
between...
[...]
They have continual war with the nations that live further within the mainland, 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, despatch 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, as the Scythians anciently did, 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 set them up to the girdle in the earth, to shoot
at the remaining part till it was stuck full of arrows, and then to hang them, they thought those people of the
other world (as being men who had sown the knowledge of a great many vices amongst their neighbours, and
who were much greater masters in all sorts of mischief than they) 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 perfect 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 neighbours and fellow-citizens, and, which is
worse, under colour of piety and religion), than to roast and eat him after he is dead.
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