"Body Rituals Among the Nacirema"
Professor Linton first brought the ritual of the Nacirema to the attention of anthropologists 47 years ago but the culture of these people is still very poorly understood.  They are a North American group.  Little is known of the origin, although tradition states that they came from the east…
Linton says that the Nacirema work very hard and live richly but they spend most of their day in ritual activity.  The fundamental belief underlying the whole ritual system appears to be that the human body is ugly and that its natural tendency is to debility and disease.  They believe that the mind is trapped in this diseased body and the only way to avoid sickness is through the powerful influences of rituals and ceremonies.  Every house has one or more shrines or holy places for ceremonies. The more powerful people in the culture have many shrines  - and you can tell how rich a person is by the number of shrines in his house. 

While each family has at least one shrine, the rituals associated with it are not family ceremonies but are private and secret.  The rites are normally only discussed with the children, and then only when they are learning the mysteries of the shrine.  Professor Linton was able to get friendly enough with the natives that they let him examine the shrines and they described the rituals to him.

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 without which no native believes he could live.  These preparations are obtained from a variety of specialized practitioners. The most powerful are the medicine men whose help must be rewarded by great gifts. The medicine men do not give out the potions though, but decide what the ingredients should be and then write them down 'in ancient and secret language. The language is only understood by the herbalist, who for another gift gives out the charm that the person needs. The charm is not thrown away after it has served its purpose but is placed in the charm box of the household shrine. Each charm is for certain ills and the people have so many sicknesses that the box is usually overflowing. In fact, the magical packets are so numerous that people forget what their purposes were and fear to use them again.  
Underneath the charm box is a small font (a fountain).  Every day each member of the family, one by one, enters the shrine room, bows his head before the charm box, mixes different sorts of holy water in the font and begins with the rite of cleansing. The holy water is gotten from the water temple of the community where priests keep it ritually pure.

Another special magician, but less important than the medicine man, is the Holy-Mouth-Man.  The Nacirema have a tremendous horror and fascination with the mouth, the condition of which is believed to have supernatural powers in all social relationships.  If they do not follow the mouth rituals, they believe their teeth will fall out, their gums will bleed, their friends will reject them and their lovers will desert them.  The daily mouth rite is performed by everyone - and to the stranger, it is disgusting.  The ritual consists of inserting a small bundle of hog hairs into the mouth along with certain magical creams and then moving the bundle around. The Nacirema seek out the Holy-Mouth-Man twice a year in order to exorcise all of the evils of the mouth.  This exorcism involves unbelievable ritual torture of the client.

Some other customs of the Nacirema include the Great Temples, or latipsoh, which are run by the Medicine Men who perform ceremonies on the very sick. The latipsoh ceremonies are so harsh that it is phenomenal that a fair proportion of the sick natives who enter the temple ever recover.  Small children have been known to resist attempts to take them to the latipsoh 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.  

It is hoped that, when a thorough study of the Nacirema is made, there will be careful inquiry into the personality structure of these people.  One only has to see the gleam in the eye of Holy-Mouth-Men, as he tortures his clients, to suspect that a certain amount of cruelty is involved.  If this can be established, a very interesting pattern emerges, for most of the population shows definite violent tendencies.  Professor Linton offers, as proof, a daily ritual which is performed only by men.  This rite includes scraping and lacerating the surface of the face with a very 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.  

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 lives.

Our review of the ritual life of the Nacirema has shown that they are a magic-ridden culture. It is hard to understand how these people have existed so long under the burdens of their beliefs. 

Answer the following questions in complete sentences.  

What is the underlying fundamental belief behind the elaborate body ritual of the Nacirema?



Which rituals performed by the Nacirema seem most unusual to you? Why?

Who is the cultural hero of the Nacirema? Why? 


Why are we studying this article as an introduction to Native American Literature?

Who are the Nacirema?  

