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Of Cannibals is one of the most intriguing essays by Michel de Montaigne, written during
the late 16th century. In this exploration, Montaigne delves into the lives and customs of
the Indigenous peoples of the Americas, particularly focusing on their practices that
European societies deemed barbaric. Through a thoughtful examination of cultural
relativism, Montaigne challenges the ethnocentric views of his time and encourages
readers to reflect on the nature of civilization itself. This essay remains a significant work in
the realm of philosophy, anthropology, and literature, prompting discussions about
morality, culture, and human behavior.

Background on Michel de Montaigne

Life and Times
Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592) was a French philosopher and essayist whose work laid
the groundwork for modern skepticism and subjectivity. Born into a wealthy family in the
region of Aquitaine, Montaigne was educated in various subjects, including Latin and
rhetoric, which later influenced his writing style. His experiences as a public official and
diplomat exposed him to diverse cultures and ideas, which he often reflected upon in his
essays.

The Renaissance Context
The Renaissance was a period of profound cultural and intellectual change in Europe,
characterized by a revival of classical learning and a growing interest in humanism.
Montaigne's work emerged during a time when European explorers were venturing into
uncharted territories, leading to encounters with Indigenous peoples. This period saw a
clash of cultures, sparking debates over morality, ethics, and what it meant to be
"civilized."

Overview of "Of Cannibals"

Structure and Themes
"Of Cannibals" is part of Montaigne's larger collection of essays, known as "Essais," which
he began publishing in 1580. The essay is structured as a reflective exploration of the
customs of the Tupinambá people of Brazil, whom he describes in both detail and
admiration. Montaigne juxtaposes their practices against those of contemporary European
societies, emphasizing the subjective nature of social norms and values.

Key themes in "Of Cannibals" include:



1. Cultural Relativism: Montaigne argues that moral and ethical standards are not universal
but rather shaped by cultural context.
2. Civilization vs. Barbarism: He questions the notion that European civilization is inherently
superior to Indigenous cultures.
3. The Nature of Humanity: Montaigne reflects on what it means to be human, suggesting
that humanity can be found in a variety of forms and practices.

Focus on the Tupinambá
In his essay, Montaigne centers his analysis on the Tupinambá, a group of Indigenous
people living along the Brazilian coast. He draws upon accounts from explorers and
travelers, particularly those of Jean de Léry, who provided insights into their customs.
Montaigne describes their practices, including their renowned cannibalism, which
fascinated and horrified European audiences.

Cultural Relativism and Ethical Reflection

Challenging European Norms
Montaigne's examination of the Tupinambá serves as a critique of European norms and
values. He posits that the European practice of warfare, conquest, and colonization could
be seen as barbaric when viewed through the lens of the Tupinambá's way of life. By
presenting their practices with a degree of empathy and respect, Montaigne challenges
readers to reconsider their preconceived notions about civilization and savagery.

- Examples from the Essay:
- Montaigne notes that the Tupinambá engage in warfare not out of greed or a desire for
land but as a means of honor and social cohesion.
- He highlights their communal living and the absence of materialism, contrasting it with
the greed often seen in European societies.

Empathy and Understanding
Montaigne advocates for a more empathetic understanding of different cultures. He argues
that encountering the unfamiliar should not lead to condemnation but rather to curiosity
and contemplation. His approach encourages readers to appreciate the complexity of
human societies and the values that underpin them.

- Key Points:
- Empathy fosters a deeper understanding of diverse cultural practices.
- Acknowledging the validity of other customs can lead to a more enriching perspective on
humanity.
- Montaigne's reflections remind us that cultural practices are often adaptations to specific
environments and social structures.



The Concept of Cannibalism

Symbolism of Cannibalism
In "Of Cannibals," cannibalism serves as a powerful symbol of cultural difference.
Montaigne does not shy away from discussing the topic, recognizing its shock value in
European society. However, he reframes cannibalism as a ritualistic practice with deep
social and spiritual significance, rather than a mere act of savagery.

- Ritualistic Nature:
- Cannibalism among the Tupinambá is presented as a means of honoring their enemies,
reflecting values such as bravery and respect.
- Montaigne contrasts this with European practices that often involve cruelty and
exploitation.

Philosophical Implications
The philosophical implications of Montaigne's thoughts on cannibalism extend beyond the
practice itself. He uses the subject to interrogate the nature of ethics and morality,
questioning whether European civilization’s values can be seen as superior when they are
often marred by violence and oppression.

- Questions Raised:
- What constitutes true barbarism?
- Can moral superiority be claimed by those who engage in acts of violence under the guise
of civilization?
- How do cultural practices shape our understanding of humanity?

Legacy and Impact

Influence on Enlightenment Thinkers
Montaigne's essay has had a lasting impact on various intellectual movements, notably the
Enlightenment. His emphasis on reason, individualism, and skepticism laid the groundwork
for later thinkers who explored human rights, cultural diversity, and the nature of
civilization.

- Key Figures Influenced:
- John Locke: Emphasized individual rights and the social contract.
- Voltaire: Critiqued dogma and championed tolerance and reason.
- Rousseau: Explored the concept of the noble savage and the implications of civilization on
human nature.



Contemporary Relevance
Today, Montaigne's "Of Cannibals" continues to resonate in discussions of cultural
relativism, globalization, and ethical practices. As societies become increasingly
interconnected, the challenges of understanding and respecting cultural differences remain
pertinent.

- Modern Applications:
- Intercultural dialogue: Fostering understanding between diverse groups.
- Ethical consumption: Reflecting on the cultural implications of consumer choices.
- Globalization: Navigating the complexities of cultural exchange and appropriation.

Conclusion
In "Of Cannibals," Michel de Montaigne offers a profound exploration of culture, ethics, and
humanity. By challenging the ethnocentric views of his time and advocating for empathy
and understanding, Montaigne invites readers to consider the complexities of civilization
and the diverse expressions of human life. His legacy endures as a reminder of the
importance of cultural relativism and the need for ongoing reflection on the values that
shape our world. As we navigate an increasingly globalized society, Montaigne's insights
remain as relevant as ever, urging us to embrace diversity and seek understanding in our
interactions with others.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Michel de Montaigne's essay
'Of Cannibals'?
The main theme of 'Of Cannibals' is the exploration of cultural relativism, where Montaigne
contrasts the customs and practices of indigenous peoples in the New World with those of
European society, arguing that what is considered 'civilized' is subjective.

How does Montaigne challenge European views on
civilization in 'Of Cannibals'?
Montaigne challenges European views by showcasing the nobility and virtues of the
cannibals, suggesting that their way of life may be more natural and just than the corrupt
practices of European society, particularly in relation to war and morality.

What literary techniques does Montaigne use in 'Of
Cannibals' to convey his ideas?
Montaigne employs a personal and reflective narrative style, anecdotes, and dialogues,
allowing readers to engage with his thoughts and consider the complexities of cultural
differences and human nature.



How did 'Of Cannibals' influence Enlightenment
thinking?
'Of Cannibals' influenced Enlightenment thinking by promoting ideas of tolerance, human
rights, and the critique of ethnocentrism, encouraging later philosophers to explore
concepts of human dignity and cultural diversity.

What parallels can be drawn between Montaigne's 'Of
Cannibals' and contemporary discussions on cultural
relativism?
Contemporary discussions on cultural relativism echo Montaigne's ideas, as they examine
the importance of understanding and respecting different cultures without imposing one's
own values, highlighting the ongoing relevance of his arguments in today's globalized
world.
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