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“Body Ritual Among the Nacirema” by Horace Miner

In the article “Body Ritual Among the Nacirema” the author, Horace Miner discusses the people of a North American group called the Nacirema, that are living between Canadian Cree, the Yaqui and Tarahumre of Mexico and Carib and Arawak in the Antilles (Miner 1956: 503). The culture consists of advance market economy that came together through natural resources, and although their lives are devoted to their labour they have an obsession with rituals and magical beliefs (Miner 1956: 503). The author uses this to compare it to the measures and extremes a human will go to feel beautiful. The main focus of their ritual is health and appearance but the ceremony which is performed is unique. A key point in this article is the way which the author details every ritual to show the extent and complexity to the reader in the rituals that are performed daily or annually.


The Nacirema have a large focus on the “human body, the appearance and health” (Miner 1956: 503) because they believe the human body to be weak and ugly, so due to this, shrines are in every house to help beautify oneself. The author describes a shrine where many rituals are taken place and the richer you are the more shrines one has in their house. Within these shrines are many materials that one uses on a daily basis. Although each household has a shrine, the rituals are more private and secret as opposed to being a family gathering. When the natives are preparing for the ritual they have a variety of practitioners. The most important of these practitioners is the medicine man. These medicine men are not the ones that supply the potions for the natives but rather assisting them with what ingredients should be in the potion. The medicine men write these ingredients in a secret language which only he and the herbalist can read. This potion is then stored into their sacred box located in the shrine. The medicine men have a temple called “Lati Pso” in which sick people are treated (Miner 1956: 505). The author discusses the harsh procedures in which the patient endures and the psychological shock of entering a scared place naked because in their everyday life they avoid exposure to their body. Another practitioner in the article that is lower on the social ladder than a medicine man is the “holy mouth men” (Miner 1956: 504). The people of Nacirema have a fascination with the mouth, this fascination is believed to have a influence on social relationships. The reason for this is because they believe a healthy relationship is created through moral and oral traits. A ritual performed by the holy mouth men is filling any hole decay with potion to stop decay in order to not lose teeth. The last practitioner are known as a “listener” (Miner 1956: 506). The listener is described as a witch doctor whom performs exorcism on those who have been bewitched. In Nacirema culture they believe children are bewitched due to their parents. They believe that mothers curse their children while teaching them body rituals. The listener listens to the patients problems and fears and helps them deal with it. A daily ritual for a man that is described in the article “involves scraping and lacerating the surface of the face with a sharp instrument.” (Miner 1956: 505). Beneath each shrine is a “font” that contains holy water received from the “Water Temple”, each member of the family then continues to perform a “brief site of ablution” (Miner 1956: 504). Overall, the main point the author is trying to make is the extensive lengths the people of Nacirema are willing to go to when it comes to appearance and social acceptance. 


A key idea in this article that is discussed in the course is ethnocentrism, this term is when one believes their own belief and culture are right and the other is wrong. The author does not straight out say that the culture is wrong but with the way the article is written and the choice of words used portrays the image of a sadistic, self-absorbed group of people to the reader. The author also discusses the hierarchy of practitioners in which society has made. Certain practitioners are more important then others, such as a medicine man compared to a listener. The author also discusses the gender roles in this particular culture and women are made to seem much more sexual and less important than the men. Women have much more daily rituals to perform and a certain level of satisfaction is brought once they achieve the ‘right’ look. The women of Nacirema are also brought to shame in natural things such as pregnancy and breast size (Miner 1956: 506). The author goes on and on about these “magic ridden” people yet ironically enough, the people of Nacirema are not any different in the culture we know today. Nacirema is a play on words and actually spells “American” backwards, which makes the article more comical in the way Horace Miner displays the American society’s addiction to beauty and appearance. 

Relevant questions with the article:

Why does the author think that the importance of vanity and beauty, according to the Nacirema are destroying their society?

Why did the author seem to exaggerate his wording of rituals many would think are normal?

Did the author intend North American’s to read this article and agree with his critic and not connect the similarities between cultures? 

Was the author trying to spark a change in the American culture by highlighting their ‘faults’ but presenting them in a different manner by creating the people of Nacirema?
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