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Of Cannibals: Michel de Montaigne's Enduring Exploration of
"The Other”

Have you ever questioned your own cultural norms? Wondered if your way of life is truly "better" than
another? Michel de Montaigne's essay, "Of Cannibals,” isn't just a historical document; it's a timeless
exploration of humanity, prejudice, and the complexities of cultural relativism. This post delves into the
heart of Montaigne's essay, unpacking its arguments, its enduring relevance, and its continued impact on
our understanding of anthropology and societal values. We’ll explore the essay's key themes, analyze its
stylistic brilliance, and examine why it remains a compelling and thought-provoking read centuries after

its publication. Prepare to be challenged, enlightened, and perhaps even a little unsettled.

The First Encounter: Setting the Stage for "Of Cannibals"

Montaigne's "Of Cannibals,"” originally published in 1580, wasn't born in a vacuum. It emerged during a
period of intense European exploration and colonization, a time when encounters with "the other" —
cultures vastly different from European norms — were becoming increasingly common. While many
viewed these encounters through a lens of superiority, Montaigne offers a strikingly different perspective.
He challenges the reader to reconsider established notions of civilization and savagery, prompting a crucial
re-evaluation of what constitutes "humanity." The essay draws heavily from the accounts of explorers and
missionaries who encountered the Tupinambd people of Brazil, offering a detailed (though necessarily

filtered) glimpse into their customs and societal structures.

Savagery and Civilization: Deconstructing the Dichotomy

A central theme in "Of Cannibals” is the deconstruction of the European dichotomy between "civilized" and
"savage." Montaigne skillfully uses the Tupinamba as a counterpoint to European society, highlighting both
their admirable qualities and their flaws. He presents evidence that challenges the self-proclaimed
superiority of European civilization. He points out the brutality of European wars and the hypocrisy of
judging another culture based on its own arbitrary standards. Montaigne doesn't romanticize the
Tupinamba; he acknowledges their practice of cannibalism, but he simultaneously challenges the reader to
question whether this practice is inherently more barbaric than the European wars fueled by greed and
religious zealotry. This crucial questioning remains profoundly relevant today as we grapple with global

conflicts and ethical dilemmas.



Beyond Cannibalism: Exploring Tupinamba Society

Montaigne's essay goes beyond the shocking aspect of cannibalism. He meticulously describes various
aspects of Tupinamba life, their social structures, their political organization, and their family values. He
emphasizes their relative simplicity, their strong sense of community, and their lack of many of the
complexities — and the corruptions — that plagued European society at the time. He highlights their
seemingly natural harmony with nature, their robust physical health, and their apparent freedom from the
anxieties and pressures of a more “advanced” society. This detailed portrayal serves to humanize the

Tupinambd, presenting them not as monstrous savages but as people with a distinct culture and values.

The Power of Relativism: A Timeless Message

The enduring power of "Of Cannibals" lies in its advocacy of cultural relativism. Montaigne urges readers to
understand other cultures on their own terms, resisting the temptation to impose their own values and
judgments. He argues that what seems barbaric to one culture may be perfectly acceptable, even admirable,
to another. This concept is crucial in a world increasingly interconnected and diverse. It challenges us to
move beyond ethnocentric biases and to cultivate empathy and understanding for those whose lives and
customs differ drastically from our own. The essay thus serves as a crucial early text in the development of
anthropological thought, paving the way for future scholars to advocate for a more nuanced and less

judgmental approach to the study of other cultures.

Montaigne's Style and Lasting Influence

"Of Cannibals" isn't just a profound philosophical treatise; it's also a masterclass in essay writing. Montaigne's
conversational style, his willingness to express doubt and uncertainty, and his masterful use of anecdote and
digression make the essay both accessible and engaging. His reflections are not presented as definitive
pronouncements but as ongoing explorations, inviting the reader to participate in the intellectual journey.
This approach, far from diminishing the essay’s impact, enhances its timelessness. It speaks to readers across
centuries because it avoids rigid dogma and embraces the complexity of human experience. The essay’s
enduring influence can be seen in subsequent anthropological and philosophical discussions of culture,

civilization, and relativism.

Conclusion: A Continuing Conversation

"Of Cannibals" is more than a historical artifact; it’s a living text, a continuing conversation about culture,
prejudice, and the very definition of humanity. Montaigne's insightful observations and his powerful
challenge to ethnocentric biases remain profoundly relevant in our interconnected world. By grappling
with the complexities presented in this essay, we can cultivate a deeper understanding of ourselves and
others, fostering a more compassionate and respectful approach to intercultural engagement. It’s a text that

demands to be reread, reinterpreted, and re-engaged with each passing generation.



Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

1. Was Montaigne actually defending cannibalism? No, Montaigne doesn't condone cannibalism. His
point is to challenge the assumption that European practices are inherently superior and to highlight

the hypocrisy of judging other cultures based on one's own biased perspectives.

1. What is the significance of the essay's title? The title, "Of Cannibals," is intentionally provocative. It
grabs the reader's attention and immediately establishes the seemingly shocking subject matter,

thereby drawing the reader into Montaigne's complex argument.

1. How does "Of Cannibals" relate to Montaigne's other essays? "Of Cannibals" is consistent with
Montaigne's broader project of self-reflection and questioning established norms. It fits within his

larger body of work exploring the nature of humanity and the complexities of human experience.

1. What are some of the criticisms of "Of Cannibals"? Some critics argue that Montaigne's reliance on
secondhand accounts presents a potentially skewed perspective of Tupinamba culture. Others
criticize the inherent power imbalance between the colonizers and the colonized that shapes the

narrative.

1. Why is "Of Cannibals" still studied today? The essay's enduring relevance stems from its profound
insights into cultural relativism, its thoughtful challenge to ethnocentric biases, and its masterful
articulation of complex philosophical ideas in a clear and engaging manner. It continues to provoke

critical thinking and thoughtful discussion about cultural understanding.
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