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Introduction

When one thinks of the Renaissance, the image that often comes to mind is that of brilliant scholars, magnificent 

art, and the rebirth of classical learning. Yet beneath the glittering surface of this era lies a more unsettling, yet 

profoundly revealing, reflection on human nature and the limits of cultural understanding. Michel de Montaigne’s 

essay, Of Cannibals (originally titled Des Cannibales), is one such reflection. In this comprehensive exploration, we

will delve into the historical backdrop, literary artistry, thematic depth, and lasting impact of Montaigne’s

controversial treatise. By the end, you will see why this essay remains a cornerstone of discussions on colonialism,

anthropology, and the ethics of cultural comparison.

1. The Historical Canvas: Montaigne, Exploration, and the Age of Discovery

1.1 Montaigne: The Philosopher Who Questioned Everything

Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592) was a French aristocrat, jurist, and one of the most influential essayists of his

time. His work is characterized by a deep skepticism, an introspective voice, and a willingness to question

prevailing beliefs. Montaigne’s essays, published in 1580, are a mosaic of personal anecdotes, philosophical

musings, and social critique.

1.2 The Age of Exploration: New Worlds and New Perceptions

The late 16th century was a period of unprecedented global contact. European explorers were charting new

continents, establishing colonies, and encountering peoples with customs that seemed alien and, at times,

barbaric. Reports of indigenous rituals—including cannibalism—reached Europe, shaping public perception and

fueling debates on morality and civilization.

1.3 The Rise of Colonialism and the “Civilizing Mission”

European powers began to justify colonization through a paternalistic narrative: “We bring Christianity and

civilization to the savage peoples of the world.” Montaigne’s essay challenges this narrative by questioning whether

the practices deemed barbaric by Europeans are truly alien, or merely different.

2. The Essay Itself: Of Cannibals

2.1 Publication and Structure

Published in 1580 as part of Montaigne’s Essays, Of Cannibalsis the third essay in the collection. The essay is

written in a conversational tone, with Montaigne interweaving anecdotes, rhetorical questions, and direct references

to contemporary accounts of the New World.

2.2 The Core Argument

Montaigne’s central thesis is that the moral superiority claimed by Europeans is not absolute. He argues that

cannibalistic practices, though shocking to European sensibilities, may be rational within their own cultural

frameworks. By doing so, he invites readers to reconsider the basis of their moral judgments.

3. Key Themes and Philosophical Underpinnings



3.1 Cultural Relativism

One of the most striking aspects of Montaigne’s essay is its early articulation of cultural relativism. He suggests that

moral judgments should be made within the context of each culture’s own norms and values. This idea was

revolutionary at a time when European society largely viewed its customs as universal.

3.2 Critique of European Superiority

Montaigne consistently challenges the notion that European civilization is inherently superior. He points out that the

same European societies are guilty of violence, slavery, and hypocrisy. By juxtaposing the “civilized” and the

“barbaric,” he exposes the arbitrary nature of such distinctions.

3.3 Human Nature and Violence

In discussing cannibalism, Montaigne does not merely condemn the act; he examines the underlying human drives

that lead to such practices. He reflects on the universality of violence, the role of fear, and the instinct for survival,

thereby broadening the conversation beyond cultural critique.

3.4 The Concept of the “Other”

Montaigne’s essay delves into the psychological and sociological mechanisms that create an “Other.” By labeling

unfamiliar peoples as cannibals, Europeans could justify conquest and exploitation. The essay invites readers to

question the origins of this othering process.

3.5 The Role of Language and Narrative

Language shapes perception. Montaigne notes that the way stories are told—often sensationalized by European

chroniclers—can distort reality. He calls for a more balanced, critical approach to narratives about foreign cultures.

4. Literary Style and Rhetorical Techniques

4.1 The Conversational Tone

Unlike many scholarly works of his time, Montaigne’s essay reads like a dialogue with the reader. He invites

questions, acknowledges uncertainty, and often uses rhetorical questions to engage the audience.

4.2 Anecdotal Evidence

Montaigne uses anecdotes ranging from personal experiences to historical accounts of the New World. These

stories serve to illustrate his points and make abstract arguments tangible.

4.3 Irony and Self-Reflection

Irony is a hallmark of Montaigne’s style. He often critiques himself, admitting his own biases and uncertainties. This

self-reflexive approach lends authenticity to his arguments.

4.4 Intertextual References

Throughout the essay, Montaigne references classical authors such as Plutarch and contemporary explorers.

These intertextual nods reinforce his arguments and situate his ideas within a broader intellectual tradition.

5. Impact, Reception, and Criticism

5.1 Contemporary Reception

•  Positive Response: Some readers praised Montaigne’s candidness and his challenge to prevailing moral 

assumptions.

•  Negative Response: Critics accused him of relativism, suggesting he was excusing barbarism.



5.2 Influence on Later Thinkers

Montaigne’s ideas prefigured later anthropological and philosophical discussions on cultural relativism. Thinkers

such as Franz Boas and even modern critical theorists have traced intellectual lineages back to Montaigne’s

skepticism.

5.3 Debates on Ethical Relativism

The essay has spurred centuries of debate about whether moral judgments should be universal or relative. Critics

argue that extreme relativism can justify atrocities, while proponents see it as a necessary check against

ethnocentrism.

6. Modern Relevance: Why Montaigne Still Matters

6.1 Globalization and Cultural Exchange

In today’s interconnected world, the question of how to engage with cultures different from our own remains

pressing. Montaigne’s call for understanding and humility resonates with contemporary global dialogues.

6.2 Postcolonial Critiques

Postcolonial scholars frequently reference Montaigne to critique the moral narratives that justified colonial

domination. His essay provides a historical example of early resistance to the “civilizing mission” rhetoric.

6.3 Ethical Considerations in Anthropology

Anthropologists grapple with the balance between cultural relativism and universal human rights. Montaigne’s

nuanced stance offers a model for ethical reflection in fieldwork.

6.4 Media Representation and Stereotyping

In the age of instant information, media can quickly spread sensationalized accounts of foreign cultures.

Montaigne’s insistence on critical scrutiny of narratives is more relevant than ever.

7. Comparative Analysis: Of Cannibals and Other Works

7.1 Comparison with John Locke’s Second Treatise

While Locke emphasizes natural law and rights, Montaigne focuses on cultural context. Their contrasting

approaches illuminate the spectrum of Enlightenment thought.

7.2 Relation to Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan

Hobbes’ view of human nature as inherently self-interested contrasts with Montaigne’s more nuanced, culturally

informed perspective.

7.3 Influence on Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman

Wollstonecraft’s advocacy for women’s rights can be seen as an extension of Montaigne’s challenge to established

hierarchies, though she focuses on gender rather than cultural differences.

7.4 Modern Anthropological Texts

Works like Clifford Geertz’s The Interpretation of Culturesecho Montaigne’s emphasis on understanding the

meaning behind cultural practices.

8. Practical Takeaways for Readers



•  Question Your Assumptions: Always examine the cultural context before forming judgments.

•  Seek Multiple Perspectives: Consult primary sources and diverse voices.

•  Recognize the Power of Narrative: Media and literature can shape moral perceptions.

•  Practice Empathy: Understanding the lived experience of others fosters tolerance.

Conclusion

Montaigne’s Of Cannibalsis far more than a historical curiosity; it is a timeless meditation on morality, culture, and

the human condition. By daring to question the presumed superiority of European customs, Montaigne opened the

door to a more inclusive, reflective discourse. His essay reminds us that the line between “civilized” and “barbaric”

is often drawn by those who wield power, and that true understanding requires humility, curiosity, and a willingness

to confront uncomfortable truths. Whether you are a student of philosophy, a curious reader, or someone navigating

the complexities of a globalized world, Montaigne’s words offer a compass for thoughtful engagement with the

diverse tapestry of human experience.
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