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Body Ritual among the Nacirema
Horace Miner

Introductory note from the Editors

One of  the fundamental assumptions of  current work in communication studies is that 
“culture” is not just something that people in faraway places have. Your own practices are 
inherently cultural. Think carefully about what Miner is describing. How are the practices he 
writes about different from or similar to those of  contemporary Western cultures? Who are the 
Nacirema?

This chapter is also a satirical critique of  the ways scholars can exaggerate or misinterpret 
cultural meanings. What do you think of  Miner’s way of  presenting information about the 
Nacirema? Do you think this is an appropriate way to describe a group of  people? Why or why 
not? What lessons can you draw from this article about ethnography as an ethical practice?

[...] 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  anthro-
pologists 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….

… While much of  the people’s time is devoted to economic pursuits, a large part of  
the fruits of  these labors and a considerable portion of  the day are spent in ritual activ-
ity. The focus of  this activity is the human body.…

Horace Miner,“Body Ritual among the Nacirema,”American Anthropologist 58:3 (1956), 503–7.
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10 Horace Miner

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  ritual 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….

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 without which no native believes 
he could live….

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, 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 suc-
cession, 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 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….

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 prac-
tice 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 
certain magical powders, and then moving the bundle in a highly formalized 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 impressive 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 mentioned tools, 
enlarges any holes which decay may have created in the teeth. Magical materials are 
put into these holes. If  there are no naturally occurring holes in the teeth, large sec-
tions of  one or more teeth are gouged out so that the supernatural substance can be 
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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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