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**Of Cannibals Michel de Montaigne: Exploring Humanity Through the Lens of
the “Other”**

of cannibals michel de montaigne is a phrase that immediately transports us
to the intriguing world of Renaissance thought, where philosophy,
anthropology, and cultural relativism intersect. Michel de Montaigne, a
French Renaissance philosopher known for his introspective essays, penned "Of
Cannibals" as part of his larger work, *Essays*. This particular essay
invites readers to reconsider their assumptions about civilization,
barbarism, and human nature by examining the customs of indigenous peoples
labeled as “cannibals” by Europeans. In this article, we’ll dive into the
richness of Montaigne’s ideas, exploring how his reflections remain relevant
in our contemporary understanding of cultural diversity and moral judgment.

The Context Behind Montaigne’s “Of Cannibals”
Essay

To appreciate *Of Cannibals*, it’s important to understand the historical and
cultural backdrop of Montaigne’s time. Written in the late 16th century,
during an era of European exploration and colonization, Montaigne’s essay
responds to accounts from explorers and missionaries who described the
indigenous peoples of the Americas. Europeans often portrayed these groups as
savage and uncivilized, using terms like “cannibals” to dehumanize them.

Who Was Michel de Montaigne?

Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592) was a French nobleman and philosopher best
known for creating the essay as a literary form. His *Essays* are a
collection of personal reflections that merge skepticism, humanism, and self-
examination. Montaigne’s style was conversational and deeply personal,
allowing him to explore complex ideas in an accessible way. His curiosity
about human nature and culture led him to question the Eurocentric worldview
dominating his society.

What Is “Of Cannibals” About?

In *Of Cannibals*, Montaigne discusses the Tupinambá people of Brazil, who
were rumored to practice ritualistic cannibalism. Rather than condemning them
outright, Montaigne takes a surprisingly empathetic and relativistic stance.
He argues that what Europeans consider “barbaric” might actually reflect
their own prejudices and ignorance. Montaigne suggests that the so-called
“savages” live in harmony with nature and embody virtues that European
society lacks.



Key Themes in “Of Cannibals”

Montaigne’s essay touches on several profound themes that resonate beyond its
historical moment. Let’s explore some of these ideas that continue to inspire
philosophical and anthropological discussions.

Cultural Relativism and Ethnocentrism

One of the most remarkable aspects of *Of Cannibals* is Montaigne’s early
articulation of cultural relativism—the notion that a person’s beliefs and
activities should be understood in the context of their own culture rather
than judged against another’s standards. Montaigne critiques ethnocentrism,
the tendency to view one’s own culture as superior, by highlighting how
Europeans are quick to label foreign customs as barbaric without
understanding their cultural significance.

He writes, “Each man calls barbarism whatever is not his own practice,”
emphasizing that moral judgments are often culturally biased. This insight
encourages readers to reflect on their own assumptions and approach cultural
differences with humility and openness.

The Nature of “Barbarism”

Montaigne challenges the conventional use of the term “barbarism.” Instead of
equating it with savagery or cruelty, he proposes that “barbarism” is often a
reflection of ignorance and hypocrisy. He contrasts the so-called barbaric
practices of the Tupinambá with the cruelty and corruption he observes in
European society, suggesting that Europeans may be the true barbarians in
terms of morality.

For example, Montaigne points out that the Tupinambá practice cannibalism as
a form of ritual warfare and honor, which to them is a sacred and meaningful
act. Meanwhile, European societies engage in wars driven by greed, religious
intolerance, and political ambition—actions Montaigne implies are more
destructive and less honorable.

Human Nature and the “Noble Savage”

Montaigne’s depiction of the indigenous peoples has contributed to the later
philosophical concept of the “noble savage”—the idea that humans in their
natural state are pure and virtuous, corrupted only by civilization. Although
Montaigne did not coin this term, his essay reflects a similar belief that
the so-called savages live more authentically and morally in tune with
nature.

This idea invites us to reconsider what it means to be “civilized.” Is it
technological advancement and social complexity, or is it ethical behavior
and harmony with the environment? Montaigne’s essay suggests the latter and
urges a reevaluation of European pretensions to superiority.



Why “Of Cannibals” Still Matters Today

In our globalized world, where cross-cultural encounters are commonplace,
Montaigne’s *Of Cannibals* remains strikingly relevant. His reflections
invite ongoing dialogue about tolerance, ethics, and the dangers of cultural
arrogance.

Lessons in Cultural Understanding

Montaigne’s approach encourages readers to cultivate empathy and openness
when encountering unfamiliar cultures. Instead of rushing to judgment, he
models curiosity and a willingness to learn. This attitude is crucial today,
as misunderstandings and stereotypes continue to fuel conflict and division.

Challenging Prejudice and Xenophobia

The essay offers a powerful critique of prejudice and xenophobia. Montaigne’s
reminder that every culture has its own logic and values challenges us to
confront our biases. In a time when cultural differences are often
politicized or weaponized, *Of Cannibals* serves as a call for respectful
engagement and the recognition of shared humanity.

The Role of Anthropology and Philosophy

By blending philosophical inquiry with early ethnographic observations,
Montaigne paved the way for modern anthropology. His essay demonstrates how
philosophy can deepen our understanding of human diversity and question
dominant narratives. For students and enthusiasts of philosophy, history, or
cultural studies, *Of Cannibals* offers a rich case study in critical
thinking and ethical reflection.

How to Approach Montaigne’s “Of Cannibals”
Today

If you’re interested in exploring *Of Cannibals* yourself, here are some tips
to get the most out of Montaigne’s nuanced essay:

Read with an open mind: Montaigne’s writing challenges many ingrained
beliefs. Approach the text as an invitation to question your
assumptions.

Consider historical context: Understanding the Renaissance worldview and
European colonization helps clarify Montaigne’s radicalism.

Reflect on contemporary parallels: Think about how Montaigne’s insights
might apply to modern issues like cultural relativism, globalization,
and human rights.



Engage with secondary sources: Reading analyses and interpretations can
deepen your appreciation of Montaigne’s philosophical contributions.

Exploring Modern Interpretations

Many scholars have revisited *Of Cannibals* to explore themes of
postcolonialism and intercultural dialogue. Some critique Montaigne for
idealizing indigenous peoples, while others praise his early skepticism of
Eurocentric narratives. Engaging with these debates can enrich your
understanding of the essay’s complexity and enduring impact.

---

*Of cannibals michel de montaigne* invites us on an intellectual journey that
transcends time and geography. Through his evocative prose, Montaigne not
only questions the labels we assign to “the other” but also opens a window
onto our own humanity. His work encourages us to embrace curiosity, humility,
and respect—qualities that remain as vital today as they were over four
centuries ago.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Michel de Montaigne, the author of 'Of
Cannibals'?

Michel de Montaigne was a French Renaissance philosopher and writer known for
popularizing the essay as a literary genre. He lived from 1533 to 1592.

What is the central theme of Montaigne's essay 'Of
Cannibals'?

The central theme of 'Of Cannibals' is cultural relativism, where Montaigne
compares the customs of indigenous Brazilian tribes with European society,
challenging European ethnocentrism.

When was 'Of Cannibals' written and published?

'Of Cannibals' was written in 1580 as part of Montaigne's Essays, which were
first published in 1580.

How does Montaigne describe the indigenous people in
'Of Cannibals'?

Montaigne describes the indigenous people as noble savages who live in
harmony with nature and possess virtues that Europeans lack, such as bravery,
simplicity, and honesty.



What critique does Montaigne offer about European
society in 'Of Cannibals'?

Montaigne critiques European society for its corruption, cruelty, and moral
hypocrisy, contrasting it with what he perceives as the more virtuous and
natural way of life of the so-called cannibals.

Why is 'Of Cannibals' considered an important work in
anthropology and philosophy?

'Of Cannibals' is important because it challenges ethnocentrism, promotes
cultural relativism, and encourages readers to question their own cultural
biases and moral judgments.

How does Montaigne use the concept of cannibalism in
his essay?

Montaigne uses the concept of cannibalism metaphorically to question the idea
of 'barbarism' and to highlight that what Europeans considered savage might
not be as barbaric as their own customs.

What literary style does Montaigne employ in 'Of
Cannibals'?

Montaigne uses a reflective, conversational essay style, blending personal
anecdotes, classical references, and philosophical inquiry to explore his
ideas.

How has 'Of Cannibals' influenced modern thought?

'Of Cannibals' has influenced modern anthropology, philosophy, and cultural
studies by encouraging open-mindedness, skepticism of ethnocentrism, and the
appreciation of cultural diversity.

Additional Resources
Of Cannibals Michel de Montaigne: A Profound Reflection on Humanity and
Otherness

of cannibals michel de montaigne is a phrase that immediately calls to mind
one of the most insightful and enduring essays of the French Renaissance
writer Michel de Montaigne. His essay "Of Cannibals," first published in 1580
as part of his larger collection *Essays*, remains a seminal work for its
nuanced exploration of cultural relativism, human nature, and the critique of
Eurocentric ethnocentrism. This piece is often cited in academic circles for
its early advocacy of understanding and empathy across cultural boundaries,
as well as its questioning of what it means to be "civilized."

Context and Background of “Of Cannibals”

Michel de Montaigne lived during a time when European colonial expansion was



reshaping global perspectives. The New World had been discovered, and reports
of indigenous peoples were flooding European courts and literatures. These
accounts were often sensationalized, depicting native populations as savage
or barbaric, particularly focusing on practices like cannibalism.

In this environment, Montaigne’s essay stands out for its relatively
objective and philosophical approach. He draws on the accounts of a
Portuguese traveler to Brazil, who describes the Tupinambá people. Montaigne
uses this ethnographic information not simply to recount exotic customs but
to challenge the perceived superiority of European civilization. His style is
interrogative and reflective, rather than judgmental or dismissive.

Exploring Cultural Relativism in “Of Cannibals”

One of the most striking features of *Of Cannibals* is Montaigne’s early
articulation of the idea that different cultures have their own values and
practices that are coherent within their context. He famously writes that the
“barbarity” Europeans attribute to indigenous peoples is often a reflection
of their own ignorance and prejudice.

Montaigne’s argument hinges on the comparison between the so-called “savage”
tribes and European society. He contrasts the Tupinambá’s natural way of
life, which he portrays as more authentic and in harmony with nature, with
the corruption, greed, and cruelty inherent in European politics and warfare.
This inversion of the usual hierarchy invites readers to reconsider their
assumptions about civilization and barbarism.

Philosophical Underpinnings and Human Nature

Beyond cultural relativism, *Of Cannibals* delves into broader questions
about human nature. Montaigne suggests that the differences between peoples
are often superficial and that at the core, all humans share similar
impulses, needs, and emotions. Through his essay, he advocates for humility
and a recognition of the limits of human knowledge.

His reflections anticipate modern anthropological approaches that emphasize
empathy and understanding rather than imposition of one’s own values.
Montaigne’s skepticism about the universality of European norms laid
groundwork for later Enlightenment thinkers who championed tolerance and
human rights.

The Legacy and Influence of Montaigne’s Essay

*Of Cannibals* has had a lasting impact on literature, philosophy, and social
sciences. Montaigne’s method of questioning accepted wisdom and his eloquent
prose have influenced countless writers and intellectuals, from Rousseau to
contemporary cultural critics.

Impact on Literature and Modern Thought

The essay inspired a tradition of critical inquiry into the nature of



civilization and the encounter with the “Other.” Enlightenment philosophers
like Voltaire and Diderot revisited Montaigne’s themes in their critiques of
colonialism and ethnocentrism.

In modern times, scholars of postcolonial studies and anthropology often
reference *Of Cannibals* as an early example of cross-cultural sensitivity.
Montaigne’s refusal to depict indigenous peoples as merely “exotic
curiosities” but as fully human beings with their own moral and social
systems remains relevant today.

Relevance to Contemporary Discussions on
Ethnocentrism and Globalization

The essay’s core message resonates in today’s globalized world, where clashes
of culture and identity continue to provoke debate. Montaigne’s insights
encourage an approach grounded in respect, curiosity, and acknowledgment of
cultural plurality.

His critique of European arrogance and the tendency to label unfamiliar
practices as barbaric invites modern readers to reflect on their own biases.
This perspective is particularly pertinent in discussions about cultural
appropriation, human rights, and intercultural dialogue.

Key Themes and Takeaways from “Of Cannibals”

Cultural Relativism: Recognizing that cultural practices should be
understood within their own contexts rather than judged by external
standards.

Critique of Ethnocentrism: Challenging the assumption that European ways
of life are inherently superior.

Human Commonality: Emphasizing shared human traits and emotions across
cultural divides.

Nature and Civilization: Questioning the progress narrative that equates
technology and urban development with moral superiority.

Skepticism and Humility: Advocating for openness and doubt in the face
of complex cultural phenomena.

Comparative Analysis: Montaigne and Other Renaissance
Thinkers

Compared to his contemporaries, Montaigne’s approach was remarkably modern.
While many Renaissance writers embraced a Eurocentric worldview that
justified conquest and colonization, Montaigne’s essays expressed skepticism
about such notions. His humanist perspective aligns with the broader
Renaissance emphasis on individual experience and reason but introduces an



ethical dimension that critiques cultural arrogance.

Critical Perspectives and Controversies

Despite its progressive tone, *Of Cannibals* has not escaped criticism. Some
scholars argue that Montaigne’s romanticization of indigenous peoples risks
idealization and oversimplification. His depiction sometimes contrasts “noble
savages” with corrupt Europeans in a way that can obscure the complexities on
both sides.

Additionally, Montaigne’s acceptance of certain practices, like ritual
cannibalism, as morally neutral or culturally valid has sparked debate about
ethical relativism. The tension between respecting cultural difference and
upholding universal human rights remains a challenging issue for readers and
theorists alike.

Pros and Cons of Montaigne’s Approach

Pros:1.

Encourages empathy and understanding across cultures.

Challenges ingrained prejudices and ethnocentrism.

Promotes philosophical humility and skepticism.

Cons:2.

Potentially idealizes or oversimplifies indigenous cultures.

Risk of endorsing harmful practices under cultural relativism.

Limited by the secondhand nature of travel accounts available to
Montaigne.

Exploring *Of Cannibals* Michel de Montaigne invites readers to engage with a
foundational text that continues to challenge and enrich our understanding of
humanity and cultural difference. Through its eloquent prose and enduring
questions, Montaigne’s essay remains a vital reference point for anyone
seeking to navigate the complexities of intercultural encounters and the
ethics of judgment.
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