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REVIEW QUESTIONS
1. What are the limits of human knowledge?
and experience play in
knowledge?
3. How does Montaigne's attitude toward prodi-

2. What roles do authority
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gies or miracles compare with that of Reginald
Scot?
4. How do their conceptions of nature differ?
5. How might Montaigne's reflection on knowledge indicate an intellectual crisis?

DE MONTAIGNE

"Of Cannibals"

From The Complete Essays of Montaigne, translated by Donald M. Frame (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 1958).
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hen King Pyrrhus passed over into Italy, after he had reconnoitered the formation of the army that the Romans
were sending to meet him, he said: "I do not know
what barbarians these are" (for so the Greeks
called all foreign nations), "but the formation of
this army that I see is not at all barbarous." The
Greeks said as much of the army that Flamininus
brought into their country, and so did Philip, seeing from a knoll the order and distribution of the
Roman camp, in his kingdom, under Publius Sulpicius Galba. Thus we should beware of clinging
to vulgar opinions, and judge things by reason's
way, not by popular say.
I had with me for a long time a man who had
lived for ten or twelve years in that other world
which has been discovered in our century, in the
place where Villegaignon landed, and which he
called Antarctic France. This discovery of a
boundless country seems worthy of consideration.
I don't know if I can guarantee -that some other
such discovery will not be made in the future, so
many personages greater than ourselves having
been mistaken about this one. I am afraid we have

eyes bigger than our stomachs, and more curiosity
than capacity. We embrace everything, but we
clasp only wind.

*

*

*

This man I had was a simple, crude fellowa character fit to bear true witness; for clever people observe more things and more curiously, but
they interpret them; and to lend weight and conviction to their interpretation, they cannot help
altering history a little. They never show you
things as they are, but bend and disguise them
according to the way they have seen them; and to
give credence to their judgment and attract you to
it, they are prone to add something to their matter, to stretch it out and amplify it. We need a
man either very honest, or so simple that he has
not the stuff to build up false inventions and give
them plausibility; and wedded to no theory. Such
was my man; and besides this, he at various times
brought sailors and merchants, whom he had
known on that trip, to see me. So I content myself
with his information, without inquiring what the
cosmographers say about it.
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Now, to return to my subject, I think there is
nothing barbarous and savage in that nation, from
what I have been told, except that each man calls
barbarism whatever is not his own practice; for
indeed it seems we have no other test of truth and
reason than the example and pattern of the opinions and customs of the country we live in. There
is always the perfect religion, the perfect government, the perfect and accomplished manners in
all things. Those people are wild, just as we call
wild the fruits that Nature has produced by herself
and in her normal course; whereas really it is those
that we have changed artificially and led astray
from the common order, that we should rather
call wild. The former retain alive and vigorous
their genuine, their most useful and natural, virtues and properties, .which we have debased in the
latter in adapting them to gratify our corrupted
taste. And yet for all that, the savor and delicacy
of some uncultivated fruits of those countries is
quite as excellent, even to our taste, as that of our
own. It is not reasonable that art should win the
place of honor over our great and powerful
mother Nature. We have so overloaded the beauty
and richness of her works by our inventions that
w have quite smothered her. Yet wherever her
purity shines forth, she wonderfully puts to shame
our vain and frivolous attempts:
Ivy comes readier without our care;
In lonely caves the arbutus grows more fair;
No art with artless bird song can compare.
Propertius
All our efforts cannot even succeed in reproducing
the nest of the tiniest little bird, its contexture, its
beauty and convenience; or even the web of the
puny spider. All things, says Plato, are produced
by nature, by fortune, or by art; the greatest and
most beautiful by one or the other of the first two,
the least and most imperfect by the last.
These nations, then, seem to me barbarous in
this sense, that they have been fashioned very little
by the human mind, and are still very close to
their original naturalness. The laws of nature still
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rule them, very little corrupted by ours; and they
are in such a state of purity that I am sometimes
vexed that they were unknown earlier, in the days
when there were men able to judge them better
than we. I am sorry that Lycurgus and Plato did
not know of them; for it seems to me that what
we actually see in these nations surpasses not only
all the pictures in which poets have idealized the
golden age and all their inventions in imagining a
happy state of man, but also the conceptions and
the very desire of philosophy. They could not
imagine a naturalness so pure and simple as we
see by experience; nor could they believe that our
society could be maintained with so little artifice
and human solder. This is a nation, I should say
to Plato, in which there is no sort of traffic, no
knowledge of letters, no science of numbers, no
name for a magistrate or for political superiority,
no custom of servitude, no riches or poverty, no
contracts, no successions, no partitions, no occupations but leisure ones, no care for any but common kinship, no clothes, no agriculture, no metal,
no use of wine or wheat. The very words that signify lying, treachery, dissimulation, avarice, envy,
belittling, pardon-unheard
of. How far from this
perfection would he find the republic that he
imagined: Men fresh sprung from the gods.
These manners nature first ordained.
Virgil
For the rest, they live in a country with a very
pleasant and temperate climate, so that according
to my witnesses it is rare to see a sick man there;
and they have assured me that they never saw one
palsied, bleary-eyed, toothless, or bent with age.
They are settled along the sea and shut in on the
land side by great high mountains, with a stretch
about a hundred leagues wide in between. They
have a great abundance of fish and flesh which
bear no resemblance to ours, and they eat them
with no other artifice than cooking. The first man
who rode a horse there, though he had had dealings with them on several other trips, so horrified
them in this posture that they shot him dead with
arrows before they could recognize him.
Their buildings are very long, with a capacity
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of two or three hundred souls; they are covered
with the bark of great trees, the strips reaching to
the ground at one end and supporting and leaning
on one another at the top, in the manner of some
of our barns, whose covering hangs down to the
ground and acts as a side. They have wood so hard
that they cut with it and make of it their swords
and grills to cook their food. Their beds are of a
cotton weave, hung from the roof like those in our
ships, each man having his own; for the wives
sleep apart from their husbands.
They get up with the sun, and eat immediately
upon rising, to last them through the day; for they
take no other meal than that one. Like some other
Eastern peoples, of whom Suidas tells us, who
drank apart from meals, they do not drink then;
but they drink several times a day, and to capacity.
Their drink is made of some root, and is of the
color of our claret wines. They drink it only lukewarm. This beverage keeps only two or three days;
it has a slightly sharp taste, is not at all heady, is
good for the stomach, and has a laxative effect
upon those who are not used to it; it is a very
pleasant drink for anyone who is accustomed to
it. In place of bread they use a certain white substance like preserved coriander. I have tried it; it
tastes sweet and a little flat.
The whole day is spent in dancing. The
younger men go to hunt animals with bows. Some
of the women busy themselves meanwhile with
warming their drink, which is their chief duty.
Some one of the old men, in the morning before
they begin to eat, preaches to the whole barnful
in common, walking from one end to the other,
and repeating one single sentence several times
until he has completed the circuit (for the buildings are fully a hundred paces long). He recommends to them only two things: valor against the
enemy and love for their wives. And they never
fail to point out this obligation, as their refrain,
that it is their wives who keep their drink warm
and seasoned.
There may be seen in several places, including
my own house, specimens of their beds, of their
ropes, of their wooden swords and the bracelets
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with which they cover their wrists in combats, and
of the big canes, open at one end, by whose sound
they keep time in their dances. They are close
shaven all over, and shave themselves much more
cleanly than we, with nothing but a wooden or
stone razor. They believe that souls are immortal,
and that those who have deserved well of the gods
are lodged in that part of heaven where the sun
rises, and the damned in the west.
They have some sort of priests and prophets,
but they rarely appear before the people, having
their home in the mountains. On their arrival
there is a great feast and solemn assembly of several villages-each
barn, as I have .described it,
makes up a village, and they are about one French
league from each other. The prophet speaks to
them in public, exhorting them to virtue and their
duty; but their whole ethical science contains only
these two articles: resoluteness in war and affection for their wives. He prophesies to them things
to come and the results they are to expect from
their undertakings, and urges them to war or
holds them back from it; but this is on the condition that when he fails to prophesy correctly,
and if things turn out otherwise than he has predicted, he is cut into a thousand pieces if they
catch him, and condemned as a false prophet. For
this reason, the prophet who has once been mistaken is never seen again.
...

...

...

They have their wars with the nations beyond
the mountains, further inland, to which they go
quite naked, with no other arms than bows or
wooden swords ending in a sharp point, in the
manner of the tongues of our boar spears. It is
astonishing what firmness they show in their combats, which never end but in slaughter and bloodshed; for as to routs and terror, they know nothing
of either.
Each man brings back as his trophy the head
of the enemy he has killed, and sets it up at the
entrance to his dwelling. After they have treated
their prisoners well for a long time with all the
hospitality they can think of, each man who has a
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prisoner calls a great assembly of his acquaintances. He ties a rope to one of the prisoner's
arms, by the end of which he holds him, a few
steps away, for fear of being hurt, and gives his
dearest friend the other arm to hold in the same
way; and these two, in the presence of the whole
assembly, kill him with their swords. This done,
they roast him and eat him in common and send
some pieces to their absent friends. This is not, as
people think, for nourishment, as of old the Scythians used to do; it is to betoken an extreme revenge. And the proof of this came when they saw
the Portuguese, who had joined forces with their
adversaries, inflict a different kind of death on
them when they took them prisoner, which was
to bury them up to the waist, shoot the rest of
their body full of arrows, and afterward hang
them. They thought that these people from the
other world, being men who had sown the knowledge of many vices among their neighbors and
were much greater masters than themselves in
every sort of wickedness, did not adopt this sort
of vengeance without some reason, and that it
must be more painful than their own; so they began to give up their old method and to follow this
one.
I am not sorry that we notice the barbarous
horror of such acts, but I am heartily sorry that,
judging their faults rightly, we should be so blind
to our own. I think there is more barbarity in
eating a man alive than in eating him dead; and
in tearing by tortures and the rack a body still full
of feeling, in roasting a man bit by bit, in having
him bitten and mangled by dogs and swine (as we
have not only read but seen within fresh memory,
not among ancient enemies, but among neighbors
and fellow citizens, and what is worse, on the pretext of piety and religion), than in roasting and
eating him after he is dead.
>(-

50 we may well call these people barbarians,
in respect to the rules of reason, but not in respect
to ourselves, who surpass them in every kind of
barbarity.

DE

MONTAIGNE:

FROM

"Of Cannibals"

673

Their warfare is wholly noble and generous,
and as excusable and beautiful as this human disease can be; its only basis among them is their
rivalry in valor. They are not fighting for the conquest of new lands, for they still enjoy that natural
abundance that provides them without toil and
trouble with all necessary things in such profusion
that they have no wish to enlarge their boundaries.
They are still in that happy state of desiring only
as much as their natural needs demand; anything
beyond that is superfluous to them.
They generally call those of the same age,
brothers; those who are younger, children; and the
old men are fathers to all the others. These leave
to their heirs in common the full possession of
their property, without division or any other title
at all than just the one that Nature gives to her
creatures in bringing them into the world.
If their neighbors cross the mountains to attack them and win a victory, the gain of the victor
is glory, and the advantage of having proved the
master in valor and virtue; for apart from this they
have no use for the goods of the vanquished, and
they return to their own country, where they lack
neither anything necessary nor that great thing,
the knowledge of how to enjoy their condition
happily and be content with it. These men of ours
do the same in their turn. They demand of their
prisoners no other ransom than that they confess
and acknowledge their defeat. But there is not one
in a whole century who does not choose to die
rather than to relax a single bit, by word or look,
from the grandeur of an invincible courage; not
one who would not rather be killed and eaten than
so much as ask not to be. They treat them very
freely, so that life may be all the dearer to them,
and usually entertain them with threats of their
coming death, of the torments they will have to
suffer, the preparations that are being made for
that purpose, the cutting up of their limbs, and
the feast that will be made at their expense. All
this is done for the sole purpose of extorting from
their lips some weak or base word, or making
them want to flee, so as to gain the advantage of
having terrified them and broken down their firm-
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ness. For indeed, if you take it the right way, it is
in this point alone that true victory lies:
It is no victory
Unless the vanquished foe admits your mastery.
Claudian
The Hungarians, very bellicose fighters, did
not in olden times pursue their advantage beyond
putting the enemy at their mercy. For having
wrung a confession from him to this effect, they
let him go unharmed and unransomed, except, at
most, for exacting his promise never again to take
up arms against them.
We win enough advantages over our enemies
that are borrowed advantages, not really our own.
It is the quality of a porter, not of valor, to have
sturdier arms and legs; agility is a dead and corporeal quality; it is a stroke of luck to make our
enemy stumble, or dazzle his eyes by the sunlight;
it is a trick of art and technique, which may be
found in a worthless coward, to be an able fencer.
The worth and value of a man is in his heart and
his will; there lies his real honor. Valor is the
strength, not of legs and arms, but of heart and
soul; it consists not in the worth of our horse or
our weapons, but in our own. He who falls obstinate-in his courage, if he has fallen, he fights on his
knees. He who relaxes none of his assurance, no
matter how great the danger of imminent death;
who, giving up his soul, still looks firmly and
scornfully at his enemy-he
is beaten not by us,
but by fortune; he is killed, not conquered.
,..

,..

,..

To return to our story. These prisoners are so
far from giving in, in spite of all that is done to
them, that on the contrary, during the two or
three months that they are kept, they wear a gay
expression; they urge their captors to hurry and
put them to the test; they defy them, insult them,
reproach them with their cowardice and the number of battles they have lost to the prisoners' own
people.
I have a song composed by a prisoner which
contains this challenge, that they should all come
boldly and gather to dine off him, for they will be
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eating at the same time their own fathers and
grandfathers, who have served to feed and nourish
his body. "These muscles," he says, "this flesh and
these veins are your own, poor fools that you are.
You do not recognize that the substance of your
ancestors' limbs is still contained in them. Savor
them well; you will find in them the taste of your
own flesh." An idea that certainly does not smack
of barbarity. Those that paint these people dying,
and who show the execution, portray the prisoner
spitting in the face of his slayers and scowling at
them. Indeed, to the last gasp they never stop
braving and defying their enemies by word and
look. Truly here are real savages by our standards;
for either they must be thoroughly so, or we must
be; there is an amazing distance between their
character and ours.
The men there have several wives, and the
higher their reputation for valor the more wives
they have. It is a remarkably beautiful thing about
their marriages that the same jealousy our wives
have to keep us from the affection and kindness
of other women, theirs have to win this for them.
Being more concerned for their husbands' honor
than for anything else, they strive and scheme to
have as many companions as they can, since that
is a sign of their husbands' valor.
,..

,..

Three of these men, ignorant of the price they
will pay some day, in loss of repose and happiness, for gaining knowledge of the corruptions of
this side of the ocean; ignorant also of the fact that
of this intercourse will come their ruin (which I
suppose is already well advanced: poor wretches,
to let themselves be tricked by the desire for
new things, and to have left the serenity of their
own sky to come and see ours!)-three
of these
men were at Rouen, at the time the late King
Charles IX was there. The king talked to them for
a long time; they were shown our ways, our splendor, the aspect of a fine city. After that, someone
asked their opinion, and wanted to know what
they had found most amazing. They mentioned
three things, of which I have forgotten the third,
and I am very sorry for it; but I still remember
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two of them. They said that in the first place they
thought it very strange that so many grown men,
bearded, strong, and armed, who were around the
king (it is likely that they were talking about the
Swiss of his guard) should submit to obey a child,
and that one of them was not chosen to command
instead. Second (they have a way in their language
of speaking of men as halves of one another), they
had noticed that there were among us men full
and gorged with all sorts of good things, and that
their other halves were beggars at their doors,
emaciated with hunger and poverty; and they
thought it strange that these needy halves could
endure such an injustice, and did not take the others by the throat, or set fire to their houses.
I had a very long talk with one of them; but I
had an interpreter who followed my meaning so
badly, and who was so hindered by his stupidity
in taking in my ideas, that I could get hardly any
satisfaction from the man. When I asked him what
profit he gained from his superior position among
his people (for he was a captain, and our sailors
called him king), he told me that it was to march
foremost in war. How many men followed him?
He pointed to a piece of ground, to signify as
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many as such a space could hold; it might have
been four or five thousand men. Did all his authority expire with the war? He said that this much
remained, that when he visited the villages dependent on him, they made paths for him through
the underbrush by which he might pass quite
comfortably.
All this is not too bad-but
what's the use?
They don't wear breeches.

,.

,.
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REVIEW QUESTIONS
1. What lessons does Montaigne draw from accounts of the new world?
2. Why do you suppose Montaigne chose cannibalism, of all possible topics, to compare European and American cultures?
3. How does he reflect the crisis of the Iron
Century?
4. Are there any human constants for Montaigne?
5. Does he believe in a single human nature, a'
single ideal of virtue?

r

