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Barbarism and Authority in the New World: Vespucci and Montaigne.
Amerigo Vespucci (1452/1454-1512) undertook voyages to the Americas, first on behalf of Spain in 1499-1500 and then for Portugal in 1501-1502. Like Christopher Columbus, who in 1492 set off on a presumed voyage to Asia, Vespucci initially expected his westward journey to lead to the Indies.[footnoteRef:1] However, the extensive coastline and unfamiliar terrain soon revealed that he had encountered an entirely new continent not recognised in earlier scholarly texts. As Margaret King observes, these realisations ‘challenged the traditional European understandings of the nature of the human being, the structure of the cosmos, and the supremacy of Christian norms.’[footnoteRef:2] Vespucci's later accounts of his discoveries can be read as asserting European authority while triumphing over classical wisdom; this framing would later be interrogated by Michel de Montaigne, who challenges the moral assumptions in his essay On the Cannibals.[footnoteRef:3] Through their opposing views of Indigenous peoples, Vespucci and Montaigne recast European notions of barbarism into a critique of Europe itself. [1:  Felipe Fernández-Armesto, Columbus and the Conquest of the Impossible (London: Phoenix Press, 2000), p. xii.]  [2:  Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, ed., and trans. with an Introduction by Margaret L. King (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 2014), p. 296.]  [3:  Michel De Montaigne, On the Cannibals, in The Complete Essays, trans. and ed. with an Introduction and Notes by M. A. Screech (London: Penguin, 2003), pp. 244–55.] 

	 Vespucci detailed his discoveries in a letter to Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de' Medici, which was later circulated under the title Mundus Novus, or New World.[footnoteRef:4] The expansion of the printing press in the mid-fifteenth century made such accounts widely accessible, allowing classical texts to be compared with the new empirical evaluations from overseas exploration. At a time of intellectual transition, Renaissance humanism revived the study of early writings, including those of Claudius Ptolemy, whose geographical and astronomical systems had shaped scholarly understanding for centuries.[footnoteRef:5] Vespucci’s letters exemplify this shift: direct observation and travel began to challenge accepted texts as reliable sources. By stressing that these lands and civilisations were unknown to ‘our ancestors’, Vespucci positions his voyages as a revision to established learning, asserting that firsthand observation can outdo the knowledge of antiquity. He declares:  [4:  Amerigo Vespucci, Letters from a New World: Amerigo Vespucci’s Discovery of America, ed. with an Introduction by Luciano Formisano, foreword by Garry Wills, trans. by David Jacobson (New York: Marsilio Publishers, 1992), pp. 45–56.]  [5:  Claudius Ptolemy The Geography, ed., and trans. by Edward Luther Stevenson (London: Constable and Company Ltd., 1991).] 

Indeed, it surpasses the opinion of our ancient authorities, since most of them assert there is no continent south of the equator, but merely that sea which they called the Atlantic; furthermore if any of them did affirm that a continent was there, they gave many arguments to deny it was habitable land. But this last voyage of mine has demonstrated that this opinion of theirs is false.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 45.] 


	By suggesting that even the revered thinkers of antiquity lacked awareness of these territories, Vespucci positions his voyage as a redressing of limitations of long-established scholarly dominance. Geographical discovery becomes more than observation; it becomes a claim to intellectual legitimacy. His firsthand experience does not merely extend earlier thought but reconfigures it, suggesting that lived encounter can revise what centuries of learning had taken for granted. The newly accounted lands become a space in which European observers measure themselves against the limits of the past and assert the legitimacy not only to comprehend the world but also to classify and rank its people. Vespucci continues:
I may gather together all these marvels one by one and write a book, either of geography or cosmography, so that my memory will live on for posterity, and so that the immense creation of almighty God, unknown in part to the ancients yet known to us, may be recognised.[footnoteRef:7]   [7:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 55.] 


	Here, Vespucci simultaneously celebrates the lands he has encountered whilst elevating himself as their indispensable interpreter. His phrasing constructs a self-fashioned authority, claiming not only to have charted and interpreted the New World but also to have secured a lasting reputation as the definitive witness. 
	Vespucci’s letters emphasise the strangeness of the peoples he encountered, assessing them according to the civic and religious standards he considered fundamental to social order. He writes, ‘We found the entire land inhabited by people completely naked, men as well as women, without at all covering their shame.’[footnoteRef:8] Presenting bodily exposure as a sign of immorality. He continues, ‘They have no law or religious faith, they live as nature dictates, they do not know the immortality of the soul. They have no private property among them, for they share everything.’[footnoteRef:9] These differences are not treated as legitimate alternatives but rather as evidence of a population lacking the institutions considered fundamental to a civilised society. Law, Christian doctrine, and private ownership operate as implicit benchmarks of civilisation, and their absence marks these communities as pre-civilised.  [8:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p.31]  [9:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 31.] 

	Vespucci's authority, however, derives not only from the judgment he makes but from the method by which he frames them. His standing rests on firsthand observation, and by using phrases such as ‘I saw’ and ‘I discovered’, Vespucci positions himself as a direct witness whose experience validates his descriptions. Unlike the ancient geographers, whose wisdom was compiled, in part, from others' knowledge, Vespucci grounds his claims in his own observations, transforming cultural interpretation into apparent empirical fact. In doing so, he converts personal encounters into intellectual legitimacy, reinforcing his capacity to define and rank the societies he describes.
	Yet discovery was not solely intellectual; these voyages, while expanding European understanding, also promised substantial material gain. Vespucci writes, ‘It is no wonder that we were not immediately made aware of all the profit to be had there, for its inhabitants prize nothing,’ and, describing the abundance of food, cotton, gold and spices, adds, ‘Not many years will pass before the land brings vast profit and revenue to the kingdom of Portugal.’[footnoteRef:10] His remark that these people ‘prize nothing’ reflects not simply economic observation but cultural judgment, as the absence of private accumulation is interpreted as a failure to recognise value. What Vespucci presents as the Indigenous people’s innocence or simplicity simultaneously becomes justification for exploitation as resources appear available for appropriation.  [10:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 34-35.] 

	The societies Vespucci describes bear striking resemblance to the ‘ideal society’ later imagined in Thomas More’s Utopia (1516).[footnoteRef:11] As Margaret L. King observes of More’s fictitious land, ‘Citizens equally engage in necessary labour, private property is abolished, and the family is absorbed by the community.’[footnoteRef:12] Highlighting the communal structures recounted by More’s fictitious character, Raphael Hythloday, reveals notable parallels with Vespucci’s earlier accounts of Indigenous communities. Both texts reflect a humanist preoccupation with social organisation and ethical critique: where Vespucci interprets the absence of private property and hierarchy as evidence of primitiveness, More’s satirical vision presents equal labour and shared resources as a corrective to Europe’s moral and material corruption. The resemblance underscores a broader engagement with alternative ways of living and questions the universality of European norms.  [11:  Thomas More, Utopia, trans. with an Introduction by Paul Turner (Middlesex: Penguin, 1978).]  [12:  Renaissance Humanism, p. xvi.] 

	While Vespucci’s observations could be read as descriptive or comparative, his framing carries moral evaluation. This moral lens becomes particularly evident when he chronicles his encounters with Indigenous groups along his journey, ‘At length we sailed along the coast another 300 leagues, always encountering savage people, and innumerable times we fought with them…’[footnoteRef:13] He labels these Indigenous groups as ‘savage’, conveying disgust at their unfamiliar customs. He adds, ’And we discovered that they were of a race called Cannibals, for almost the majority of this race, if not all, live off human flesh: and of this fact Your Magnificence can be certain.’[footnoteRef:14] Such depictions frame practices shocking to the European mind, and Vespucci classifies these people as ‘rational animals’.[footnoteRef:15] Through this lens, the New World becomes not only a land of curiosity and danger, but also a site where Europeans measure and reinforce their own moral and cultural frameworks. [13:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 14.]  [14:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 9.]  [15:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 31.] 

	It was several decades later when the Renaissance humanist Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592) approached these same accounts from a profoundly different perspective. His essay On the Cannibals was, in part, motivated by reports of the conquest of the New World. As M. A. Screech notes:
Montaigne had read many accounts of the conquest of the New World, including Girolamo Benzoni’s Historia del mondo novo (Venice, 1565) in the French translation by Urbain Chauveton, the very title of which emphasises the dreadful treatment of the natives by the Conquistadores.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Montaigne, On the Cannibals, p. 244.] 


	Drawing on these reports, Montaigne critically examines the moral assumptions underlying European representations of Indigenous people. Rather than depicting them as inherently savage or inferior, he questions the ethical consequences of European violence and asks who the real ‘savages’ might be. Where Vespucci measures difference to assert authority, Montaigne uses it to provoke reflection on morality, civilisation, and the shared human condition.
	This divergence is especially apparent in Montaigne’s engagement with classical antiquity. Whereas Vespucci emphasises that the lands he encountered were unknown to Plato and the ancient geographers, to assert the superiority of modern discovery, Montaigne expresses regret that such societies were never observed by the philosophers he most admires.
Their purity is such that I am sometimes seized with irritation at their not having been discovered earlier, in times when there were men who could have appreciated them better than we do. It irritates me that neither Lycurgus nor Plato had any knowledge of them, for it seems to me that what experience has taught us about those peoples surpasses not only all the descriptions with which poetry has beautifully painted the Age of Gold and all its ingenious fictions about Man’s blessed early state, but also the very conceptions and yearnings of philosophy.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Montaigne, On the Cannibals, pp. 247–48.] 

	Montaigne highlights what he calls ‘Man’s blessed early state’, evoking imagery reminiscent of The Garden of Eden, a world untouched by corruption and hierarchy. In describing the Indigenous people as, ‘still governed by the laws of Nature and are only very slightly bastardized by ours’, he presents them as living closer to an original, divinely intended human condition.[footnoteRef:18] Their societies embody a natural harmony that contrasts sharply with European war, greed, and religious persecution. By invoking classical thinkers such as Lycurgus and Plato, Montaigne emphasises the poignancy of their absence; had these philosophers known of these newly encountered peoples, their ethical and political reflections might have been transformed. He states,  [18:  Montaigne, On the Cannibals, p. 247.] 

Among them you hear no words for treachery, lying, cheating, avarice, envy, backbiting or forgiveness. How remote from such perfection would Plato find that Republic which he thought up.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Montaigne, On the Cannibals, p. 248.] 


	This reflection reveals the limitations of a Eurocentric worldview and demonstrates the insights that emerge when observation is freed from inherent biases in the study of diverse human practices. Unlike Vespucci, who uses difference to consolidate European authority, Montaigne uses it to examine the very concept of barbarism. Rather than accepting the label of ‘savages’, he holds up these societies as a mirror, exposing the cruelty, hypocrisy, and moral failings of a so-called ‘civilised’ Europe.
	Vespucci, in contrast, depicts the inhabitants of the New World as morally deviant, emphasising the practices that shocked the European observers. He notes their custom of ‘piercing their own cheeks, lips, noses and ears… if you were to see such an unusual and monstrous thing… you would be amazed.’[footnoteRef:20] He further highlights what he perceives as profound barbarity: ‘They marvel that we do not eat our enemies and use their flesh as food.’[footnoteRef:21] In battle, he states, ‘they cover no part of their bodies to protect themselves, also in this respect like animals.’[footnoteRef:22] Through these comparisons, Vespucci frames Indigenous peoples as inferior to Europeans, presenting them as subjects to be observed, judged and ultimately exploited.  [20:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 49.]  [21:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 50.]  [22:  Vespucci, Letters from a New World, p. 50.] 

	Montaigne, however, reframes this perceived barbarity, insisting:
It does not sadden me that we should note the horrible barbarity in a practice such as theirs: what does sadden me is that, while judging correctly of their wrong-doings we should be so blind to our own.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Montaigne, On the Cannibals, p. 250.] 


	He illustrates this point by contrasting Indigenous practices with Portuguese methods of execution: ‘which was to bury them up to the waist, to shoot showers of arrows at their exposed parts and then to hang them,’ adding, ‘I think there is more barbarity in eating a man alive than in eating him dead; more barbarity in lacerating by rack and torture a body still fully able to feel things.’[footnoteRef:24] For Montaigne, the true measure of savagery lies not in unfamiliar customs but in cruelty, corruption and the abuse of power, the very traits evident in European society. This inversion destabilises the civilised-savage binary that underpins imperial authority, exposing the fragility of Europe’s moral self-assurance. [24:  Montaigne, On the Cannibals, p. 250.] 

	By juxtaposing Vespucci’s authority-driven accounts of the New World with Montaigne’s philosophical interrogation, two distinct Renaissance responses to cultural difference emerge: one that consolidates European power through classification and judgement and another that exposes the fragility of those judgements themselves. While Vespucci frames Indigenous societies as savage and inferior, Montaigne draws on humanist thought to question whether religion, knowledge and civilisation belong exclusively to Europe. In doing so, he transforms the New World from a site of conquest into a moral mirror. As Montaigne reflects, ‘These peoples are indeed cruel: but so are we’, he continues, ‘the cruelty, the corruption and the culture of Europe… which condemns peoples as barbarous merely because their manners and their dress are different.’[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Montaigne, On the Cannibals, p. 244.] 

	The true disruption of the New World lies not in its strangeness, but in its capacity to unsettle Europe’s confidence in its own superiority. It is not the discovery of new lands that proves most transformative, but the discovery that the boundaries between civilisation and barbarism are neither fixed nor secure.
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