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Culture

IT HAS BEEN SAID THAT CULTURE IS TO PEOPLE AS WATER
is to fish—it is the last thing we would recognize about our social
environment, unless we are outside this milieu. As the fish might be
gasping for air, persons might be gasping for social sustenance, for a
commonly understood way to act and communicate with others. As long
as people grow up inside a society and culture and learn all the values,
norms (rules), behaviors and language as they age, the culture will come
to be viewed as “only natural,” as something “taken for granted.” In this
circumstance, we are acculturated and the culture is understood as
something we do each day that requires no conscious thought, no real
decisions, just “doing what comes naturally.” Clearly, if we were to wake
up tomorrow and be in another culture where we did not know the
values, norms and language, we would quickly come to appreciate how
much we depend on culture and how much culture shapes our lives.

Kendall (2004, p. 43) defines culture as “the knowledge, language,
values, customs, and material objects that are passed from person to
person and from one generation to the next in a human group or soci-
ety.” According to this definition, culture is the repository of accumu-
lated knowledge, of the language spoken by the members of the
culture, of the values and beliefs and customs—even material objects—
which we inherit socially from previous generations. Where would we
be without culture? How would we communicate? What rules would
need to be followed to keep order and create patterns in the society? Stop
and think about all the assumptions people make regarding customs of
meeting one another, of rules to guide moving traffic, or of social activi-
ties centering around a meal. As long as the assumptions are commonly
shared, we can anticipate what will happen next, what others will do

TOPIC 3
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in response to us and us to them. Without the cultural guides, these
everyday occurrences might come to a standstill—moments of silence
filled with awkward feelings, traffic that is grid-locked, and continual
embarrassment over missed cues to act or speak. Appreciating culture
as an elemental, organizing principle of social life brings us closer to an
important dimension of the sociological imagination.

Culture is the crucible of social life. Each of us is born out of it, and
each of us lives our social lives through it. The values, beliefs, norms,
and customs tell us what we can and cannot do, think, and how we are
to behave. Culture is a paradox—both prison and playground. As a
prison we are tied by the many rules that tell us we must go to school,
work, meeting our obligations to our family, and so on. As a play-
ground, culture is the medium through which we develop our social
and physical skills, the vehicle for our self-actualization and develop-
ment. Learning to live a balanced and happy life inside the paradox of
culture will require a lifetime of effort and learning.

Topic 3: Culture includes readings from Barry Glassner, “The Culture
of Fear,” Horace Miner, “Body Ritual among the Nacerima,” and Mitch
Albom’s discussion with Morrie Schwartz entitled “We Talk About Our
Culture.” From Glassner we will learn that popular media (popular cul-
ture) creates a sort of sentiment among the population that creates fear.
He adds that the media might be using information that is more
inflammatory than accurate. In the piece by Miner, we are taking a look
at a most unusual culture in which people have equally unusual habits. I
wonder how an anthropologist, in search of objectivity, might describe
our own society. In the last reading, Morrie Schwartz, a Brandeis sociol-
ogist, is dying while the entire world is getting his final lessons, and one
of his students writes to tell the narrative in a popular book, Tuesdays
with Morrie. Morrie gives us some thought-provoking insights about
culture in this brief but emotional excerpt. How might we go about
“creating our own culture”?
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B A R R Y  G L A S S N E R

The Culture of Fear
Why Americans Fear 
the Wrong Things

Why are so many fears in the air, and so many of them unfounded?
Why, as crime rates plunged throughout the 1990s, did two-thirds of
Americans believe they were soaring? How did it come about that by
mid-decade 62 percent of us described ourselves as “truly desperate”
about crime—almost twice as many as in the late 1980s, when crime
rates were higher? Why, on a survey in 1997, when the crime rate had
already fallen for a half dozen consecutive years, did more than half of
us disagree with the statement “This country is finally beginning to
make some progress in solving the crime problem”?1

In the late 1990s the number of drug users had decreased by half
compared to a decade earlier; almost two-thirds of high school seniors
had never used any illegal drugs, even marijuana. So why did a major-
ity of adults rank drug abuse as the greatest danger to America’s youth?
Why did nine out of ten believe the drug problem is out of control, and
only one in six believe the country was making progress?2

Give us a happy ending and we write a new disaster story. In the late
1990s the unemployment rate was below 5 percent for the first time in
a quarter century. People who had been pounding the pavement for
years could finally get work. Yet pundits warned of imminent economic
disaster. They predicted inflation would take off, just as they had a few
years earlier—also erroneously—when the unemployment rate dipped
below 6 percent.3

7
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We compound our worries beyond all reason. Life expectancy in the
United States has doubled during the twentieth century. We are better
able to cure and control diseases than any other civilization in history.
Yet we hear that phenomenal numbers of us are dreadfully ill. In 1996
Bob Garfield, a magazine writer, reviewed articles about serious dis-
eases published over the course of a year in the Washington Post, the
New York Times, and USA Today. He learned that, in addition to 59 mil-
lion Americans with heart disease, 53 million with migraines, 25 million
with osteoporosis, 16 million with obesity, and 3 million with cancer,
many Americans suffer from more obscure ailments such as temporo-
mandibular joint disorders (10 million) and brain injuries (2 million).
Adding up the estimates, Garfield determined that 543 million
Americans are seriously sick—a shocking number in a nation of 266
million inhabitants. “Either as a society we are doomed, or someone is
seriously double-dipping,” he suggested.4

Garfield appears to have underestimated one category of patients:
for psychiatric ailments his figure was 53 million. Yet when Jim
Windolf, an editor of the New York Observer, collated estimates for mal-
adies ranging from borderline personality disorder (10 million) and sex
addiction (11 million) to less well-known conditions such as restless leg
syndrome (12 million) he came up with a figure of 152 million. “But give
the experts a little time,” he advised. “With another new quantifiable
disorder or two, everybody in the country will be officially nuts.”5

Indeed, Windolf omitted from his estimates new-fashioned afflic-
tions that have yet to make it into the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association: ailments
such as road rage, which afflicts more than half of Americans, accord-
ing to a psychologist’s testimony before a congressional hearing in
1997.6. . .

Killer Kids
When we are not worrying about deadly diseases we worry about homi-
cidal strangers. Every few months for the past several years it seems we
discover a new category of people to fear: government thugs in Waco,
sadistic cops on Los Angeles freeways and in Brooklyn police stations,
mass-murdering youths in small towns all over the country. A single
anomalous event can provide us with multiple groups of people to fear.
After the 1995 explosion at the federal building in Oklahoma City first
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we panicked about Arabs. “Knowing that the car bomb indicates Middle
Eastern terrorists at work, it’s safe to assume that their goal is to pro-
mote free-floating fear and a measure of anarchy, thereby disrupting
American life,” a New York Post editorial asserted. “Whatever we are
doing to destroy Mideast terrorism, the chief terrorist threat against
Americans, has not been working,” wrote A. M. Rosenthal in the New
York Times.7

When it turned out that the bombers were young white guys from
middle America, two more groups instantly became spooky: right-wing
radio talk show hosts who criticize the government—depicted
by President Bill Clinton as “purveyors of hatred and division”—and
members of militias. No group of disgruntled men was too ragtag not
to warrant big, prophetic news stories.8. . .

The more things improve the more pessimistic we become.
Violence-related deaths at the nation’s schools dropped to a record low
during the 1996–97 academic year (19 deaths out of 54 million children),
and only one in ten public schools reported any serious crime. Yet Time
and U.S. News & World Report both ran headlines in 1996 referring to
“Teenage Time Bombs.” In a nation of “Children Without Souls”
(another Time headline that year), “America’s beleaguered cities are
about to be victimized by a paradigm shattering wave of ultraviolent,
morally vacuous young people some call ‘the superpredators,’” William
Bennett, the former Secretary of Education, and John DiIulio, a crimi-
nologist, forecast in a book published in 1996.9

Instead of the arrival of superpredators, violence by urban youths
continued to decline. So we went looking elsewhere for proof that
heinous behavior by young people was “becoming increasingly more
commonplace in America” (CNN). After a sixteen-year-old in Pearl,
Mississippi, and a fourteen-year-old in West Paducah, Kentucky, went
on shooting sprees in late 1997, killing five of their classmates and
wounding twelve others, these isolated incidents were taken as evi-
dence of “an epidemic of seemingly depraved adolescent murderers”
(Geraldo Rivera). Three months later in March 1998 all sense of propor-
tion vanished after two boys ages eleven and thirteen killed four
students and a teacher in Jonesboro, Arkansas. No longer, we learned in
Time, was it “unusual for kids to get back at the world with live ammu-
nition.” When a child psychologist on NBC’s “Today” show advised par-
ents to reassure their children that shootings at schools are rare,
reporter Ann Curry corrected him. “But this is the fourth case since
October,” she said.10
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Over the next couple of months young people failed to accommo-
date the trend hawkers. None committed mass murder. Fear of killer
kids remained very much in the air nonetheless. In stories on topics
such as school safety and childhood trauma, reporters recapitulated the
gory details of the killings. And the news media made a point of report-
ing every incident in which a child was caught at school with a gun or
making a death threat. In May, when a fifteen-year-old in Springfield,
Oregon, did open fire in a cafeteria filled with students, killing two and
wounding twenty-three others, the event felt like a continuation of a
“disturbing trend” (New York Times). The day after the shooting, on
National Public Radio’s “All Things Considered,” the criminologist
Vincent Schiraldi tried to explain that the recent string of incidents did
not constitute a trend, that youth homicide rates had declined by 30
percent in recent years, and more than three times as many people
were killed by lightning than by violence at schools. But the show’s
host, Robert Siegel, interrupted him. “You’re saying these are just
anomalous events?” he asked, audibly peeved. The criminologist reiter-
ated that anomalous is precisely the right word to describe the events,
and he called it “a grave mistake” to imagine otherwise. . . .

Roosevelt Was Wrong
We had better learn to doubt our inflated fears before they destroy us.
Valid fears have their place; they cue us to danger. False and overdrawn
fears only cause hardship. . . .

I do not contend, as did President Roosevelt in 1933, that “the only
thing we have to fear is fear itself.” My point is that we often fear the
wrong things. In the 1990s middle-income and poorer Americans
should have worried about unemployment insurance, which covered a
smaller share of workers than twenty years earlier. Many of us have had
friends or family out of work during economic downturns or as a result
of corporate restructuring. Living in a nation with one of the largest
income gaps of any industrialized country, where the bottom 40 per-
cent of the population is worse off financially than their counterparts
two decades earlier, we might also have worried about income inequal-
ity. Or poverty. During the mid- and late 1990s 5 million elderly
Americans had no food in their homes, more than 20 million people
used emergency food programs each year, and one in five children
lived in poverty—more than a quarter million of them homeless. All
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told, a larger proportion of Americans were poor than three decades
earlier.11

One of the paradoxes of a culture of fear is that serious problems
remain widely ignored even though they give rise to precisely the dan-
gers that the populace most abhors. Poverty, for example, correlates
strongly with child abuse, crime, and drug abuse. Income inequality is
also associated with adverse outcomes for society as a whole. The larger
the gap between rich and poor in a society, the higher its overall death
rates from heart disease, cancer, and murder. Some social scientists
argue that extreme inequality also threatens political stability in a
nation such as the United States, where we think of ourselves not as
“haves and have nots” but as “haves and will haves.”“Unlike the citizens
of most other nations, Americans have always been united less by a
shared past than by the shared dreams of a better future. If we lose that
common future,” the Brandeis University economist Robert Reich has
suggested, “we lose the glue that holds our nation together.”12

The combination of extreme inequality and poverty can prove
explosive. In an insightful article in U.S. News & World Report in 1997
about militia groups reporters Mike Tharp and William Holstein noted
that people’s motivations for joining these groups are as much eco-
nomic as ideological. The journalists argued that the disappearance of
military and blue-collar jobs, along with the decline of family farming,
created the conditions under which a new breed of protest groups flour-
ished. “What distinguishes these antigovernment groups from, say,
traditional conservatives who mistrust government is that their anger is
fueled by direct threats to their livelihood, and they carry guns,” Tharp
and Holstein wrote.13

That last phrase alludes to a danger that by any rational calculation
deserves top billing on Americans’ lists of fears. So gun crazed is this
nation that Burger King had to order a Baltimore franchise to stop giv-
ing away coupons from a local sporting goods store for free boxes of
bullets with the purchase of guns. We have more guns stolen from their
owners—about 300,000 annually—than many countries have gun
owners. In Great Britain, Australia, and Japan, where gun ownership is
severely restricted, no more than a few dozen people are killed each
year by handguns. In the United States, where private citizens own a
quarter-billion guns, around 15,000 people are killed, 18,000 commit
suicide, and another 1,500 die accidentally from firearms. American
children are twelve times more [likely] to die from gun injuries than are
youngsters in other industrialized nations.14
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Yet even after tragedies that could not have occurred except for the
availability of guns, their significance is either played down or missed
altogether. Had the youngsters in the celebrated schoolyard shootings
of 1997–98 not had access to guns, some or all of the people they killed
would be alive today. Without their firepower those boys lacked the
strength, courage, and skill to commit multiple murders. Nevertheless
newspapers ran editorials with titles such as “It’s Not Guns, It’s Killer
Kids” (Fort Worth Star-Telegram) and “Guns Aren’t the Problem” (New
York Post), and journalists, politicians, and pundits blathered on end-
lessly about every imaginable cause of youthful rage, from “the psy-
chology of violence in the South” to satanism to fights on “Jerry
Springer” and simulated shooting in Nintendo games.15. . .

In Praise of Journalists
Any analysis of the culture of fear that ignored the news media would
be patently incomplete, and of the several institutions most culpable
for creating and sustaining scares the news media are arguably first
among equals. They are also the most promising candidates for posi-
tive change. Yet by the same token critiques such as Stolberg’s presage
a crucial shortcoming in arguments that blame the media. Reporters
not only spread fears, they also debunk them and criticize one another
for spooking the public. A wide array of groups, including businesses,
advocacy organizations, religious sects, and political parties, promote
and profit from scares. News organizations are distinguished from
other fear-mongering groups because they sometimes bite the scare
that feeds them.

A group that raises money for research into a particular disease is
not likely to negate concerns about that disease. A company that sells
alarm systems is not about to call attention to the fact that crime is
down. News organizations, on the other hand, periodically allay the
very fears they arouse to lure audiences. Some newspapers that ran sto-
ries about child murderers, rather than treat every incident as evidence
of a shocking trend, affirmed the opposite. After the schoolyard shoot-
ing in Kentucky the New York Times ran a sidebar alongside its feature
story with the headline “Despite Recent Carnage, School Violence Is
Not on Rise.” Following the Jonesboro killings they ran a similar piece,
this time on a recently released study showing the rarity of violent
crimes in schools.16
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Several major newspapers parted from the pack in other ways. USA
Today and the Washington Post, for instance, made sure their readers
knew that what should worry them is the availability of guns. USA Today
ran news stories explaining that easy access to guns in homes
accounted for increases in the number of juvenile arrests for homicide
in rural areas during the 1990s. While other news outlets were respect-
fully quoting the mother of the thirteen-year-old Jonesboro shooter,
who said she did not regret having encouraged her son to learn to fire
a gun (“it’s like anything else, there’s some people that can drink a beer,
and not become an alcoholic”), USA Today ran an op-ed piece propos-
ing legal parameters for gun ownership akin to those for the use of
alcohol and motor vehicles. And the paper published its own editorial
in support of laws that require gun owners to lock their guns or keep
them in locked containers. Adopted at that time by only fifteen states,
the laws had reduced the number of deaths among children in those
states by 23 percent.17

Morality and Marketing
Why do news organizations and their audiences find themselves drawn
to one hazard rather than another?. . .

In the first half of the 1990s U.S. cities spent at least $10 billion to
purge asbestos from public schools, even though removing asbestos
from buildings posed a greater health hazard than leaving it in place.
At a time when about one-third of the nation’s schools were in need
of extensive repairs the money might have been spent to renovate
dilapidated buildings. But hazards posed by seeping asbestos are
morally repugnant. A product that was supposed to protect children
from fires might be giving them cancer. By directing our worries and
dollars at asbestos we express outrage at technology and industry run
afoul.18. . .

Within public discourse fears proliferate through a process of
exchange. It is from crosscurrents of scares and counterscares that the
culture of fear swells ever larger. Even as feminists disparage large
classes of men, they themselves are a staple of fear mongering by
conservatives. To hear conservatives tell it, feminists are not only
“anti-child and anti-family” (Arianna Huffington) but through women’s
studies programs on college campuses they have fomented an “anti-
science and anti-reason movement” (Christina Hoff Sommers).19
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Conservatives also like to spread fears about liberals, who respond
in kind. Among other pet scares, they accuse liberals of creating “chil-
dren without consciences” by keeping prayer out of schools—to which
liberals rejoin with warnings that right-wing extremists intend to turn
youngsters into Christian soldiers.20

Samuel Taylor Coleridge was right when he claimed, “In politics,
what begins in fear usually ends up in folly.” Political activists are more
inclined, though, to heed an observation from Richard Nixon: “People
react to fear, not love. They don’t teach that in Sunday school, but it’s
true.” That principle, which guided the late president’s political strategy
throughout his career, is the sine qua non of contemporary political
campaigning. Marketers of products and services ranging from car
alarms to TV news programs have taken it to heart as well.21

The short answer to why Americans harbor so many misbegotten
fears is that immense power and money await those who tap into our
moral insecurities and supply us with symbolic substitutes.
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What are the reasons given by Glassner that Americans are “afraid of
the wrong things”?

2. Based on Glassner’s analysis, what is the role of sociology in dispelling
a culture of fear?
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H O R A C E  M I N E R

Body Ritual among
the Nacirema

The anthropologist has become so familiar with the diversity of ways in
which different peoples behave in similar situations that he is not apt to
be surprised by even the most exotic customs. In fact, if all of the logi-
cally possible combinations of behavior have not been found some-
where in the world, he is apt to suspect that they must be present in
some yet undescribed tribe. This point has, in fact, been expressed with
respect to clan organization by Murdock (1949:71). In this light, the
magical beliefs and practices of the Nacirema present such unusual
aspects that it seems desirable to describe them as an example of the
extremes to which human behavior can go.

Professor Linton first brought the ritual of the Nacirema to the
attention of anthropologists twenty years ago (1936:326), but the culture
of this people is still very poorly understood. They are a North
American group living in the territory between the Canadian Cree, the
Yaqui and Tarahumare of Mexico, and the Carib and Arawak of the
Antilles. Little is known of their origin, although tradition states that
they came from the east. According to Nacirema mythology, their
nation was originated by a culture hero, Notgnihsaw, who is otherwise
known for two great feats of strength—the throwing of a piece of
wampum across the river Pa-To-Mac and the chopping down of a
cherry tree in which the Spirit of Truth resided.

Nacirema culture is characterized by a highly developed market
economy which has evolved in a rich natural habitat. While much of the
people’s time is devoted to economic pursuits, a large part of the fruits
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of these labors and a considerable portion of the day are spent in ritual
activity. The focus of this activity is the human body, the appearance and
health of which loom as a dominant concern in the ethos of the people.
While such a concern is certainly not unusual, its ceremonial aspects
and associated philosophy are unique.

The fundamental belief underlying the whole system appears to be
that the human body is ugly and that its natural tendency is to debility
and disease. Incarcerated in such a body, man’s only hope is to avert
these characteristics through the use of the powerful influences of rit-
ual and ceremony. Every household has one or more shrines devoted to
this purpose. The more powerful individuals in the society have several
shrines in their houses and, in fact, the opulence of a house is often
referred to in terms of the number of such ritual centers it possesses.
Most houses are of wattle and daub construction, but the shrine rooms
of the more wealthy are walled with stone. Poorer families imitate the
rich by applying pottery plaques to their shrine walls.

While each family has at least one such shrine, the rituals associated
with it are not family ceremonies but are private and secret. The rites
are normally only discussed with children, and then only during the
period when they are being initiated into these mysteries. I was able,
however, to establish sufficient rapport with the natives to examine
these shrines and to have the rituals described to me.

The focal point of the shrine is a box or chest which is built into the
wall. In this chest are kept the many charms and magical potions with-
out which no native believes he could live. These preparations are
secured from a variety of specialized practitioners. The most powerful
of these are the medicine men, whose assistance must be rewarded
with substantial gifts. However, the medicine men do not provide the
curative potions for their clients, but decide what the ingredients
should be and then write them down in an ancient and secret language.
This writing is understood only by the medicine men and by the
herbalists who, for another gift, provide the required charm.

The charm is not disposed of after it has served its purpose, but is
placed in the charm-box of the household shrine. As these magical
materials are specific for certain ills, and the real or imagined maladies
of the people are many, the charm-box is usually full to overflowing.
The magical packets are so numerous that people forget what their
purposes were and fear to use them again. While the natives are very
vague on this point, we can only assume that the idea in retaining all
the old magical materials is that their presence in the charm-box,
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before which the body rituals are conducted, will in some way protect
the worshipper.

Beneath the charm-box is a small font. Each day every member of
the family, in succession, enters the shrine room, bows his head before
the charm-box, mingles different sorts of holy water in the font, and
proceeds with a brief rite of ablution. The holy waters are secured from
the Water Temple of the community, where the priests conduct elabo-
rate ceremonies to make the liquid ritually pure.

In the hierarchy of magical practitioners, and below the medicine
men in prestige, are specialists whose designation is best translated
“holy-mouth-men.” The Nacirema have an almost pathological horror
of and fascination with the mouth, the condition of which is believed to
have a supernatural influence on all social relationships. Were it not for
the rituals of the mouth, they believe that their teeth would fall out,
their gums bleed, their jaws shrink, their friends desert them, and their
lovers reject them. They also believe that a strong relationship exists
between oral and moral characteristics. For example, there is a ritual
ablution of the mouth for children which is supposed to improve their
moral fiber.

The daily body ritual performed by everyone includes a mouth-rite.
Despite the fact that these people are so punctilious about care of the
mouth, this rite involves a practice which strikes the uninitiated
stranger as revolting. It was reported to me that the ritual consists of
inserting a small bundle of hog hairs into the mouth, along with cer-
tain magical powders, and then moving the bundle in a highly formal-
ized series of gestures.

In addition to the private mouth-rite, the people seek out a holy-
mouth-man once or twice a year. These practitioners have an impres-
sive set of paraphernalia, consisting of a variety of augers, awls, probes,
and prods. The use of these objects in the exorcism of the evils of the
mouth involves almost unbelievable ritual torture of the client. The
holy-mouth-man opens the client’s mouth and, using the above men-
tioned tools, enlarges any holes which decay may have created in the
teeth. Magical materials are put into these holes. If there are no natu-
rally occurring holes in the teeth, large sections of one or more teeth
are gouged out so that the supernatural substance can be applied. In
the client’s view, the purpose of these ministrations is to arrest decay
and to draw friends. The extremely sacred and traditional character of
the rite is evident in the fact that the natives return to the holy-mouth-
men year after year, despite the fact that their teeth continue to decay.
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It is to be hoped that, when a thorough study of the Nacirema is
made, there will be careful inquiry into the personality structure of
these people. One has but to watch the gleam in the eye of a holy-
mouth-man, as he jabs an awl into an exposed nerve, to suspect that a
certain amount of sadism is involved. If this can be established, a very
interesting pattern emerges, for most of the population shows definite
masochistic tendencies. It was to these that Professor Linton referred
in discussing a distinctive part of the daily body ritual which is per-
formed only by men. This part of the rite involves scraping and lacerat-
ing the surface of the face with a sharp instrument. Special women’s
rites are performed only four times during each lunar month, but what
they lack in frequency is made up in barbarity. As part of this ceremony,
women bake their heads in small ovens for about an hour. The theoret-
ically interesting point is that what seems to be a preponderantly
masochistic people have developed sadistic specialists.

The medicine men have an imposing temple, or latipso, in every
community of any size. The more elaborate ceremonies required to
treat very sick patients can only be performed at this temple. These cer-
emonies involve not only the thaumaturge but a permanent group of
vestal maidens who move sedately about the temple chambers in dis-
tinctive costume and headdress.

The latipso ceremonies are so harsh that it is phenomenal that a fair
proportion of the really sick natives who enter the temple ever recover.
Small children whose indoctrination is still incomplete have been
known to resist attempts to take them to the temple because “that is
where you go to die.” Despite this fact, sick adults are not only willing
but eager to undergo the protracted ritual purification, if they can
afford to do so. No matter how ill the supplicant or how grave the
emergency, the guardians of many temples will not admit a client if he
cannot give a rich gift to the custodian. Even after one has gained
admission and survived the ceremonies, the guardians will not permit
the neophyte to leave until he makes still another gift.

The supplicant entering the temple is first stripped of all his or her
clothes. In every-day life the Nacirema avoids exposure of his body and
its natural functions. Bathing and excretory acts are performed only in
the secrecy of the household shrine, where they are ritualized as part of
the body-rites. Psychological shock results from the fact that body secrecy
is suddenly lost upon entry into the latipso. A man, whose own wife has
never seen him in an excretory act, suddenly finds himself naked and
assisted by a vestal maiden while he performs his natural functions into a
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sacred vessel. This sort of ceremonial treatment is necessitated by the
fact that the excreta are used by a diviner to ascertain the course and
nature of the client’s sickness. Female clients, on the other hand, find
their naked bodies are subjected to the scrutiny, manipulation and
prodding of the medicine men.

Few supplicants in the temple are well enough to do anything but
lie on their hard beds. The daily ceremonies, like the rites of the holy-
mouth-men, involve discomfort and torture. With ritual precision, the
vestals awaken their miserable charges each dawn and roll them about
on their beds of pain while performing ablutions, in the formal move-
ments of which the maidens are highly trained. At other times they
insert magic wands in the supplicant’s mouth or force him to eat sub-
stances which are supposed to be healing. From time to time the med-
icine men come to their clients and jab magically treated needles into
their flesh. The fact that these temple ceremonies may not cure, and
may even kill the neophyte, in no way decreases the people’s faith in
the medicine men.

There remains one other kind of practitioner, known as a “listener.”
This witch-doctor has the power to exorcise the devils that lodge in the
heads of people who have been bewitched. The Nacirema believe that
parents bewitch their own children. Mothers are particularly suspected
of putting a curse on children while teaching them the secret body rit-
uals. The counter-magic of the witch-doctor is unusual in its lack of rit-
ual. The patient simply tells the “listener” all his troubles and fears,
beginning with the earliest difficulties he can remember. The memory
displayed by the Nacirema in these exorcism sessions is truly remark-
able. It is not uncommon for the patient to bemoan the rejection he felt
upon being weaned as a babe, and a few individuals even see their trou-
bles going back to the traumatic effects of their own birth.

In conclusion, mention must be made of certain practices which
have their base in native esthetics but which depend upon the perva-
sive aversion to the natural body and its functions. There are ritual fasts
to make fat people thin and ceremonial feasts to make thin people fat.
Still other rites are used to make women’s breasts larger if they are
small, and smaller if they are large. General dissatisfaction with breast
shape is symbolized in the fact that the ideal form is virtually outside
the range of human variation. A few women afflicted with almost inhu-
man hypermammary development are so idolized that they make a
handsome living by simply going from village to village and permitting
the natives to stare at them for a fee.
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Reference has already been made to the fact that excretory functions
are ritualized, routinized, and relegated to secrecy. Natural reproductive
functions are similarly distorted. Intercourse is taboo as a topic and
scheduled as an act. Efforts are made to avoid pregnancy by the use of
magical materials or by limiting intercourse to certain phases of the
moon. Conception is actually very infrequent. When pregnant, women
dress so as to hide their condition. Parturition takes place in secret,
without friends or relatives to assist, and the majority of women do not
nurse their infants.

Our review of the ritual life of the Nacirema has certainly shown
them to be a magic-ridden people. It is hard to understand how they
have managed to exist so long under the burdens which they have
imposed upon themselves. But even such exotic customs as these take
on real meaning when they are viewed with the insight provided by
Malinowski when he wrote (1948:70):

Looking from far and above, from our high places of safety in the
developed civilization, it is easy to see all the crudity and irrelevance
of magic. But without its power and guidance early man could not
have mastered his practical difficulties as he has done, nor could man
have advanced to the higher stages of civilization.
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Why would such a group have the rituals described by Miner?
2. Who are the Nacirema? Can you say for sure?
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M I T C H  A L B O M

We Talk About Our Culture

“Hit him harder.”
I slapped Morrie’s back.
“Harder.”
I slapped him again.
“Near his shoulders . . . now down lower.”
Morrie, dressed in pajama bottoms, lay in bed on his side, his head

flush against the pillow, his mouth open. The physical therapist was
showing me how to bang loose the poison in his lungs—which he
needed done regularly now, to keep it from solidifying, to keep him
breathing.

“I. . . always knew. . . you wanted. . . to hit me. . .” Morrie gasped.
Yeah, I joked as I rapped my fist against the alabaster skin of his

back. This is for that B you gave me sophomore year! Whack!
We all laughed, a nervous laughter that comes when the devil is

within earshot. It would have been cute, this little scene, were it not
what we all knew it was, the final calisthenics before death. Morrie’s
disease was now dangerously close to his surrender spot, his lungs. He
had been predicting he would die from choking, and I could not imag-
ine a more terrible way to go. Sometimes he would close his eyes and
try to draw the air up into his mouth and nostrils, and it seemed as if he
were trying to lift an anchor.

Outside, it was jacket weather, early October, the leaves clumped in
piles on the lawns around West Newton. Morrie’s physical therapist had
come earlier in the day, and I usually excused myself when nurses or
specialists had business with him. But as the weeks passed and our
time ran down, I was increasingly less self-conscious about the physical
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embarrassment. I wanted to be there. I wanted to observe everything.
This was not like me, but then, neither were a lot of things that had
happened these last few months in Morrie’s house.

So I watched the therapist work on Morrie in the bed, pounding the
back of his ribs, asking if he could feel the congestion loosening within
him. And when she took a break, she asked if I wanted to try it. I said
yes. Morrie, his face on the pillow, gave a little smile.

“Not too hard,” he said.“I’m an old man.”
I drummed on his back and sides, moving around, as she

instructed. I hated the idea of Morrie’s lying in bed under any circum-
stances (his last aphorism,“When you’re in bed, you’re dead,” rang in
my ears), and curled on his side, he was so small, so withered, it was
more a boy’s body than a man’s. I saw the paleness of his skin, the stray
white hairs, the way his arms hung limp and helpless. I thought about
how much time we spend trying to shape our bodies, lifting weights,
crunching sit-ups, and in the end, nature takes it away from us anyhow.
Beneath my fingers, I felt the loose flesh around Morrie’s bones, and I
thumped him hard, as instructed. The truth is, I was pounding on his
back when I wanted to be hitting the walls. . . .

Morrie believed in the inherent good of people. But he also saw what
they could become.

“People are only mean when they’re threatened,” he said later that
day, “and that’s what our culture does. That’s what our economy does.
Even people who have jobs in our economy are threatened, because
they worry about losing them. And when you get threatened, you start
looking out only for yourself. You start making money a god. It is all
part of this culture.”

He exhaled. “Which is why I don’t buy into it.”
I nodded at him and squeezed his hand. We held hands regularly

now. This was another change for me. Things that before would have
made me embarrassed or squeamish were now routinely handled. The
catheter bag, connected to the tube inside him and filled with green-
ish waste fluid, lay by my foot near the leg of his chair. A few months
earlier, it might have disgusted me; it was inconsequential now. So was
the smell of the room after Morrie had used the commode. He did not
have the luxury of moving from place to place, of closing a bathroom
door behind him, spraying some air freshener when he left. There was
his bed, there was his chair, and that was his life. If my life were
squeezed into such a thimble, I doubt I could make it smell any better.
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“Here’s what I mean by building your own little subculture,” Morrie
said. “I don’t mean you disregard every rule of your community. I don’t
go around naked, for example. I don’t run through red lights. The little
things, I can obey. But the big things—how we think, what we value—
those you must choose yourself. You can’t let anyone—or any society—
determine those for you.

“Take my condition. The things I am supposed to be embarrassed
about now—not being able to walk, not being able to wipe my ass, wak-
ing up some mornings wanting to cry—there is nothing innately
embarrassing or shaming about them.

“It’s the same for women not being thin enough, or men not being
rich enough. It’s just what our culture would have you believe. Don’t
believe it.”

I asked Morrie why he hadn’t moved somewhere else when he was
younger.

“Where?”
I don’t know. South America. New Guinea. Someplace not as selfish

as America.
“Every society has its own problems,” Morrie said, lifting his eye-

brows, the closest he could come to a shrug.“The way to do it, I think,
isn’t to run away. You have to work at creating your own culture.

“Look, no matter where you live, the biggest defect we human
beings have is our shortsightedness. We don’t see what we could be. We
should be looking at our potential, stretching ourselves into everything
we can become. But if you’re surrounded by people who say ‘I want
mine now,’ you end up with a few people with everything and a military
to keep the poor ones from rising up and stealing it.”

Morrie looked over my shoulder to the far window. Sometimes you
could hear a passing truck or a whip of the wind. He gazed for a
moment at his neighbors’ houses, then continued.

“The problem, Mitch, is that we don’t believe we are as much alike
as we are. Whites and blacks, Catholics and Protestants, men and
women. If we saw each other as more alike, we might be very eager to
join in one big human family in this world, and to care about that fam-
ily the way we care about our own.

“But believe me, when you are dying, you see it is true. We all have
the same beginning—birth—and we all have the same end—death. So
how different can we be?

“Invest in the human family. Invest in people. Build a little commu-
nity of those you love and who love you.”
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He squeezed my hand gently. I squeezed back harder. And like that
carnival contest where you bang a hammer and watch the disk rise up
the pole, I could almost see my body heat rise up Morrie’s chest and
neck into his cheeks and eyes. He smiled.

“In the beginning of life, when we are infants, we need others to
survive, right? And at the end of life, when you get like me, you need
others to survive, right?”

His voice dropped to a whisper. “But here’s the secret: in between,
we need others as well.”

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. In following Morrie’s advice, how would one go about “creating his or
her own culture”?

2. What point is Morrie making about similarity between people? Why is
this important in culture?
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