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Lesson Two 

 
  

You can respond to human differences with hate or ignorance, 

or you can choose to open up to them and ask questions you 

have never considered before. 
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THE ART OF SEEING 

 

 

There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older 

fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, "Morning, boys, how's 

the water?" And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one 

of them looks over at the other and goes, "What the hell is water?" 

 David Foster Wallace 

 

Culture is like water to us.  We are so immersed in our own 

ideas and assumptions that we cannot see them.  It can be 

useful to jump out of the water now and then.  This is one of 

the great virtues of encountering someone or some place that 

is radically different from what we know.  We see the contrast 

between how we do things and how they do things, and we can 

then see ourselves in a new light. 

The art of seeing can be broken up into four parts.  First, 

we have to see our own seeing, that is, to see how we see the 

world, recognizing our own taken-for-granted assumptions 

and be able to set them aside.  Second, we have to “see big,” 
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to see the larger cultural, social, economic, historical and 

political forces that shape our everyday lives.  Third, we have 

to “see small,” paying close attention to the smallest details and 

understanding their significance.  And finally, we have to “see 

it all,” piecing all of this together to see how all that we can see 

interacts from a holistic point of view. 

Learning to see in this way is the essence of learning.  As 

Neil Postman points out, “The ability to learn turns out to be 

a function of the extent to which one is capable of perception 

change.  If a student goes through four years of school and 

comes out ‘seeing’ things in the way he did when he started … 

he learned nothing.”   

  Mastering the art of seeing offers many benefits beyond 

just the ability to learn.  The most obvious one is that you 

become better at building and maintaining relationships. Being 

able to see your own seeing and set aside your assumptions, 

see big to see where another person is coming from, and see 

small to truly understand them from their point of view can 

help you through the most challenging of relationship troubles.  

It can help you build better friendships, and allow you to make 

more friends across boundaries rarely crossed.   

 But mastering the art of seeing offers something even more 

profound.  When you master the art of seeing you will never be 

bored.  You will see the strange in the familiar and the familiar 

in the strange.  And you will have the ability to find significance 

in the most mundane moments.  As David Foster Wallace says, 

“if you really learn how to pay attention … it will be in your 

power to experience a crowded, hot, slow, consumer-hell type 

situation as not only meaningful, but sacred, on fire with the 

same force that made the stars: love, fellowship, the mystical 

oneness of all things deep down.”  
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While the metaphor of a fish in water is useful, culture is 

different from water in one very important way.  It is not just 

the environment around us.  It is a part of us.  It is the very 

thing that allows us to see and notice things at all.  We see the 

world through our culture.  Leaping out of the water doesn’t 

just allow you to see your own culture in a new light. It allows 

you to see your own seeing. And sometimes, even something 

that looks familiar on the surface might be the source of a 

revealing difference.   

 

 

SEEING YOUR OWN SEEING 

 

Basketball arrived in the village just one year before me.  

Large groups of all ages gathered every afternoon on a dirt 

court that had been cleared of grass and pounded flat by 

nothing but bare human feet.  The backboards were slats of 

wood carved with axes from the surrounding forest, and the 

rims were made of thick metal wire, salvaged from some other 

project.  They played every day until sundown, the perfect end 

to a day of gardening and gathering firewood.  It was a 

welcome and familiar sight, and I eagerly joined in. 

I stepped on to the court and noticed that for the first time 

in my life I was taller than everybody else. Even better, the rims 

had been set to about 8 feet, perfect for dunking.  I rushed in 

for a massive dunk on my first opportunity, putting my team 

up 6-0.  I looked to my friend Kodenim for a high five but he 

looked concerned or even angry as he slapped his hand to his 

forearm as if to say, “Foul! Foul!”   

I owned the court.  I grabbed a steal and went in for another 

dunk, looking to Kodenim again for a fist pump or cheer.  

Instead, he gave me a stern look and pounded his bicep with 
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his hand.  He was trying to send me a signal, but I wasn’t 

getting it.   

Later I would find out that he was trying to send me a not-

so-subtle reminder of the score.  Rather than a “Base 10” 

counting system (cycling 1-10 then starting again 11-20 and so 

on), they use a “Base 27” system and use their entire upper 

body to count it.  1-5 are on the hand, 6-10 along the arm, 11 

at the neck, 12 is the ear, 13 the eye, 14 the nose, and then back 

down the other side. 6-0, Kodenim slaps his forearm.  8-0, he 

slaps his bicep.   

It is a clever system that suits them well.  There are no 

annual seasons to track, so the most relevant natural cycle to 

track is not the path of the sun but the path of the moon.  A 

hunter can start counting from the new moon and know that 

as the count gets closer to his eyes (days 13, 14, and 15) he will 

be able to see at night using the light of the full moon.  Women 

can use it to count the days until their next menstrual cycle. 

I drifted into the background of the game as I tried to figure 

out what was going on. The other team started scoring, tying 

the game at 14. “14-14!” the score keeper announced with 

jubilation, pointing to his nose.  Everybody cheered and 

walked off the court.  Where’s everybody going? I thought.  It’s tied 

up.  “Next basket wins!” I suggested.  Kodenim took me aside, 

“Mike, we like to end in a tie,” and then he smiled the way you 

smile at a four year old who is just learning the ways of the 

world and gently recommended that I not do any more 

dunking.  “People might be jealous.”  

The story illustrates the power of different types of cultural 

differences.  Some differences, like the base 27 counting 

system, are intellectually interesting but they do not threaten 

our core beliefs, assumptions, or our moral sense of right and 

wrong.  Such differences are fun to consider and give us an 
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emotionally easy way to play with cultural difference and “see 

our own seeing.”   

Other differences, like the preference to end a game in a tie, 

are a little more challenging because they force us to recognize 

that many of our core ideas and ideals are actually culturally 

constructed.  They take what seem to be obvious and natural 

ideas – like the idea that sports are meant to be won or lost – 

and show that things need not be this way.  We can then ask 

new questions.  Why do we value competition and they do not? What 

advantages are there to favoring competition vs. favoring a tie?  What does 

this difference say about our society?  What role has this obsession with 

winning played in my own development?  Would my life be better or worse 

without the value on winning?   

And then there are differences that shake you to your core.  

They are hard to see because they challenge your most 

foundational ideas, ideals and values. They might make you 

question everything about what you thought was right and 

wrong, real and unreal, possible and impossible.   

I was about to find out that the most interesting difference 

I encountered on that basketball court that day was not the tie 

game or the interesting method of counting.  It was that last 

thing Kodenim said to me, “People might be jealous.”   

A few weeks later Kodenim would fall ill and be fighting for 

his life.  His once strong physique would wither until his arms 

and legs looked like little more than a skeleton while his 

stomach would enlarge and become so distended that people 

would describe him as “pregnant.”  He would put the blame 

for his illness on jealousy and claim that someone – probably 

my father - was working witchcraft on him.  With lives and 

reputations on the line it would not be so easy to just put aside 

my own beliefs, ideals, and values or “see my own seeing.”  I 

would need more tools, more ways of seeing. 
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SEEING BIG 

 

A basic assumption that anthropologists make about 

culture is that everything is connected.  Culture is a complex 

system made up of many different but interrelated elements.  

You cannot understand any one part of a culture without 

understanding how it is related to other parts in the cultural 

system.  Understanding culture will ultimately require that we 

take a holistic perspective.  We have to practice “seeing big.”   

Given the complexity of culture it can be useful to have a 

model.  Anthropologists have devised many models and 

metaphors for understanding culture.  Many of them refer in 

some way to the idea that culture can be divided into three 

levels: infrastructure, social structure, and superstructure.  

Here we will use the “barrel model” developed by 

anthropologist Harald Prins to demonstrate what these levels 

refer to and how they are interrelated.   

The model captures three key features of culture:  

1. It is structured. 

2. It is pervasive and present in all aspects of our lives, 

          from our economy to our worldview.  

3. Each element of culture is integrated with the other 

          elements.  

First, by using the word “structure” the model expands 

upon our common sense notions of culture.  Most people tend 
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to think of culture as “the beliefs and practices of a group of 

people,” but this definition hides the ways in which the vast 

complex of beliefs and practices in a group ultimately form into 

formidable structures that shape our lives, just as wood and 

nails can be joined into complex patterns to form the structure 

of a house or building.  We do not define a house as “wood 

and nails” because it would tell us nothing about the form of 

those wood and nails.  In the same way we cannot simply 

describe culture as “beliefs and practices” because the long-

term patterns of beliefs and practices become as real and 

formidable as the walls of a house.  They form a structure that 

shape our lives just as wood and nails can form a structure that 

shape a room. 

Cultural structures can be difficult to see, so there is often 

a sense of “seeing beneath the surface of things” in order to 
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understand why we do the things that we do.  This is an 

especially exciting part about obtaining the ability to “see big.”  

When we see big we are seeing big patterns and structures that 

are usually hidden from our everyday consciousness. It is like 

pulling back the curtain on the workings of the world or 

cracking open the box of culture to see what really makes us 

tick.   

The model then teases apart three different levels of 

structure, further expanding our notion of culture beyond 

mere “beliefs and practices.”   Culture can be divided into 

infrastructure, social structure, and superstructure, or in other 

words; our economy (technologies, techniques, exchange & 

distribution systems), social organization (social, political, and 

family structures) and our worldview (ideas, ideals, beliefs and 

values).  The model demonstrates that culture permeates our 

lives, from how we make a living (economy) to what we live 

for (our ideals and values). 

But perhaps the most important piece of the model is the 

double arrows, which point to the fact that culture is integrated 

and dynamic.  Change one thing and you change them all.  A 

shift in the environment or a new technology can have 

profound effects on social structure or worldview, and vice 

versa.   

“Seeing big” takes practice.  You cannot just memorize this 

model and suddenly be a master of seeing big.  Structure is hard 

to see and seeing the complex relationships between different 

levels of structure can be even harder.  Unlike simple math, 

when you try to understand a culture there is no point at which 

you will know beyond doubt that you “have it right.”  But 

despite this uncertainty it is absolutely necessary.   

Let’s start our practice by using the barrel model to examine 

American culture.  We can begin by simply plugging in some 
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simple descriptions of American infrastructure, social structure 

and superstructure.  

 
Our infrastructure might be described as industrial or post-

industrial with a global capitalist economy.  To survive, we each 

must find a job, earn money, and then exchange this money 

for food and other goods.  Our exchanges are meant to be 

efficient and simple exchanges of commodities.  Relationships 

are hidden or minimized.  We usually have no idea who grew 

our food, who packaged it, who delivered it, or even who sold 

it to us.  We certainly do not feel obligated to them in any way 

once we have paid for the goods.   

This shapes and is shaped by a worldview with a powerful 

sense of independence and individualism.  I earned my money.  I 

bought these things.  They are mine now.  Choices are abundant, and 

we can demonstrate to others who we are by the choices we 

make.  We not only choose what we will eat, wear, or drive.  

We also choose what jobs we will do, who we will marry, and 
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where we will live (mobility).  Our political system further 

enshrines the value of choice as we vote to choose who will 

represent us and make our laws.  We value and nurture 

individualism in our schools when we give out individual 

grades or champion a student’s unique creativity.  We celebrate 

and elevate sports and movie stars for their unique individual 

talents.  We seek individual salvation or enlightenment.  The 

values of independence, individualism, choice and freedom 

permeate our lives, from infrastructure, to social structure, to 

superstructure. 

We can try to tease apart the culture and find causal 

relationships.  Does capitalism cause individualism?  Or does 

individualism cause capitalism?  Or more broadly, does infrastructure 

cause superstructure or vice versa?  But the closer we look the more 

we find that these elements of culture are so intimately 

connected that there is no way to pull them apart.  Instead of 

saying that one element shapes another, we often say that one 

element “shapes and is shaped by” another.  Capitalism shapes 

and is shaped by individualism.  Individualism shapes and is 

shaped by the American political system.  The American labor 

market shapes and is shaped by individualism. This kind of 

relationship is called “mutual constitution.”  Both elements are 

“constituted” (made up of and made possible by) each other.  

If our value on individualism waned, capitalism would change 

as well.  If capitalism changes, so do our individualistic values.   

Now let’s look at Nekalimin culture.  A quick sketch of the 

key elements of their culture plugged into the barrel model 

looks like this:  
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Let’s do a quick tour of their land to see what this looks like 

in reality.  They live in a tropical mountain rainforest with rocky 

soils and very little wild game.  There is not enough game to 

support the culture, so they cannot survive on hunting alone.  

The soil is rocky, low in nutrients, and most of it is shaded by 

the forest canopy.  However, by cutting down the forest they 

let the sunshine in and they can burn what they cut as a way of 

adding nutrients to the soil for their taro, sweet potato, and 

bananas.  Here is a picture of my father in his garden that has 

recently been cleared, burned and planted.    
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  The nutrients from the burn will last about five years.  

After this the area must be left alone so the forest can 

regenerate for about 30 years and then be cleared and burned 

again.   

One immediate impact of this gardening practice is on the 

size and location of villages.  A typical village has no more than 

10 houses and a total population ranging from about 30 to 80.  

Anything larger requires longer and longer walks to access 

gardens and sources of firewood.  Villages also move about 

every 5 to 10 years as the nutrients from a burned area are 

depleted and left to regenerate. 

There are no markets or money exchanges.  Food and 

goods are shared and exchanged as gifts rather than bought 

and sold as commodities.  When someone gives a gift they do 

not expect immediate payment.  As I discovered, offering  

immediate cash payment can be offensive, as it suggests that 

you are trying to end the relationship and not have to 

remember them.   
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In this gift economy it is the relationships that have lasting 

value, not goods or money.  People work hard to maintain 

strong relationships because they know they can then call on 

them when they are in need. There is no incentive to hoard 

goods, since most of their goods (like sweet potatoes and 

bananas) rot and wither away.   

As the nutrients of their current gardens are depleted, 

people have to think about where they will make their next 

garden.  This gives them still more incentive to maintain good 

relationships.  They will have to make a claim on land and with 

no written records or deeds of ownership, those claims will 

depend on a general consensus that their claims are valid.  

These claims are made through clan membership, which is 

flexible enough to allow people to move from one clan area to 

another as long as their claims are recognized by current clan 

members.   
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  With such a strong emphasis on good relations there is no 

need for formal or written laws, rules or policies.  There are no 

lawyers, rulers or police. All people have a natural incentive to 

be good and to build and maintain good relationships with 

others because their livelihood depends on it.  Since nobody 

has any official power over anyone else, and there is no division 

of labor it is mostly an egalitarian society, with very little 

difference in status and wealth.  

So unlike the American worldview which is dominated by 

the ideas and ideals of individualism and independence, the 

Nekalimin worldview is dominated by a focus on relationships.  

This focus on relationships dominates their consciousness and 

allows them to see and think about the world in a very different 

way than we do.  They see and understand their connections 

and relationships to each other and their land much more 

sharply. They are keenly conscientious and aware of the 

complex relationships that link them to others and are able to 

do extraordinarily complex relationship calculus as they try to 

solve social problems.  They believe in spirits of nature with 

whom they must maintain strong relationships, offering small 

bits of pork to the spirit of a grove or hillside in hopes that 

they will have good health and a good harvest.  They do not 

see themselves as individuals separated from the world.  They 

see themselves and their bodies as intimately connected to 

other people and the world around them.   

And they believe in witchcraft.  As Kodenim grew ever 

more ill a shaman was called in to investigate.  He went into a 

trance, the house started shaking and a small bundle of food, 

smaller than a golf ball, fell in front of him, as if it had fallen 

from the spirit world and right into our own.  He picked it up 

and confirmed Kodenim’s worst fears.  He had been 

bewitched. 
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The shaman explained that the small packet of food that 

came to him in a trance was a piece of sweet potato that 

Kodenim had eaten.  It had been placed under the spiky roots 

of a pandanus fruit, which was now causing his stomach pain 

and swelling.  The shaman could not identify the witch, but 

suggested that Kodenim try to find out who the witch might 

be, address the core problem between them in order to heal 

the relationship, and ask the witch to stop.   Every night until 

he could solve this problem, the witches would be feasting on 

his body and he would continue to wither away and die.  

Despite my growing capacities to “see big” and understand 

these beliefs within a larger cultural context that places strong 

emphasis on relationships, I simply could not go along with 

the idea that Kodenim was being consumed by witches. I 

begged his family to let me take him to a hospital on the next 

flight out, but Kodenim himself refused.  By his reckoning, his 

only chance of survival was to stay and fix his relationships.  

As a compromise I took pictures of his swollen belly and 
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skeletal-thin limbs and attached them to a letter to a friend of 

mine, a doctor at the Mayo Clinic specializing in tropical 

diseases.  Maybe he would know what’s wrong and we could 

still save him.   

Meanwhile, I knew that I was failing as an anthropologist in 

my efforts to truly “see” and understand my New Guinea 

friends.  Humans are meaning-makers.  We make sense of the 

world. The anthropologist has endless faith that no matter how 

odd or exotic a belief might seem, it will make sense once all 

the details are laid out and understood. For this, I would need 

yet another tool. 

 

SEEING SMALL 

   

Anthropologists are passionate connoisseurs of the little 

things.  We want to understand the blooming buzzing 

complexity of life in all of its nuance and detail.  There are no 

details to small. Clifford Geertz calls it “thick description” and 

in the seminal article of the same name he famously spends 

several pages describing the many meanings one might imply 

or infer from something as simple and small as the wink of an 

eye.  Our goal, as Geertz writes, is to see the “Grand Realities” 

of “Power, Change, Faith, Oppression, Work, Passion, 

Authority, Beauty, Violence, Love, and Prestige” in the give 

and take detail and minutia of everyday life so as to “take the 

capital letters off of them.”   

We must pay close attention not only to what is said, but 

also who said it, how they said it, who they said it to, when, 

where, and if at all possible to decipher, why.  Long term 

fieldwork of many months or even several years is a must for 

this kind of seeing.  It takes time not only to learn the language 



Michael Wesch 

50 

but also to tune your senses and start to see what matters and 

what does not. 

Understanding a culture in its own terms (following the 

foundational premise of cultural relativism) means that we 

must understand all the details and nuance of their worldview.  

Just by using the word “witchcraft” to translate their beliefs we 

are already putting them into our own terms.  For us, 

witchcraft is a backwards superstition standing against a more 

rational and scientific understanding of the world.  We 

associate it with beliefs wiped out by the Enlightenment several 

hundred years ago.   

The more I started paying attention to the little things, the 

more I understood that these local beliefs that I was 

categorizing as witchcraft were actually just one piece of a 

much larger, richer, and more convincing worldview.  I started 

noticing the care and concern given to analyzing each and 

every gift exchange.  I noticed how each gift was given along 

with a short and carefully delivered speech about where the 

materials came from, who made it, who delivered it, and who 

cared for it along the way.  I noticed how they talked about 

such gifts as “building a road” or “tying a string” between the 

two parties so that they would always remember each other.  

And soon, this careful attention to relationships and the gifts 

that bind them was helping me understand why dunking a 

basketball or otherwise showboating, looking to crush or 

posterize your opponent, is not valued.  I started noticing a 

great deal of concern about jealousy and other elements that 

could eat away at a relationship.   

What eventually emerged from these close and careful 

observations was an entirely different understanding of health 

and well-being.  They understand themselves to be physically 

made up of their relationships.  It starts from the basic 
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recognition that the food they eat becomes who they are. This 

is, of course, actually true.  We process the food we eat and its 

energy fuels our growth.  For them, every piece of food they 

ever consume from the time they are a small child is a gift, and 

they are taught to know where it came from and all of the 

people that helped bring it into their hands and into their 

bodies.  The food was created through the hard work of others 

tending the gardens and is itself made up of the nutrients of 

the earth.  The nutrients of the earth are in turn made up from 

the death and decay of plants, animals, and their own 

ancestors. As they take in this food it literally becomes them, 

and as the food itself is made up of the relationships that made 

it, so their bodies are made up of the relationships that made 

the food and brought it into their being.  They understand that 

every last element – every atom – of their body was in one way 

or another given to them by their relations.  They literally are 

their relations.   

It makes perfect sense then, that when they get sick, they 

would turn to an analysis of their relationships.  From our 

Western perspective based on a model of the body as a 

separate individual we think that it is impossible that one body 

could magically harm another body simply by willing harm and 

placing their food in a bundle at the base of a pandanus tree.  

We call it “witchcraft.”  But if you see yourself as actually made 

up of your relationships to others and the land, it makes sense. 

So when Kodenim became ill, he and his closest friends 

started analyzing his relationships, taking inventory of all the 

times Kodenim had wronged another person.  He had stolen a 

pig from my father, so he was at the top of the list.  He had 

also lied to Kenny, killed and eaten Ona’s chicken, and had a 

strained relationship with his in-laws who were especially upset 

with him.   
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My father offered to wash Kodenim as a show of his 

innocence.  Washing is a ritual thought to “cool” the 

witchcraft.  If my father was the witch, the soap and water 

would cool his witchcraft and remove it from Kodenim.   

 Kodenim knelt before my father as he stirred the water, 

and my father began to wash him.  He prayed as he washed, 

calling on God to be his witness that he had no reason to harm 

Kodenim, that he loved him, and that they were really just one 

family.  He reminisced about how Kodenim’s father was like a 

brother to him, and that he had always looked upon Kodenim 

like a son of his own.  I swallowed hard with emotion, knowing 

their history and the gravity of the situation, and noticed 

Kodenim’s friends and family who were standing nearby were 

also in a somber reflective mood, their eyes moist as they held 

back their tears. 

 Kodenim’s health did not improve. So a few days later a 

much larger ritual was arranged.  Kenny (who he had lied to) 

and Ona (he stole her chicken) as well as all of my father’s 

extended family attended.  The event started with an open 

admission of the wrongs Kodenim had done, followed by 

heartfelt statements of forgiveness from Kenny, Ona, and 

others he had wronged.  Then Kodenim took a seat on a log 

as dozens of people lined up to wash him.  This time there was 

no holding back the emotion of the moment.  One by one 

those he had wronged as well as their extended families 

moistened their hands and washed his head, often saying a 

prayer of care and forgiveness as they did this.  Kodenim 

looked especially ill.  People lingered long after the ritual, like 

they didn’t want to let Kodenim or this special moment go. 
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The next day the plane came in with news from my friend 

at the Mayo clinic.  He said that they would need to do blood 

tests to find out more, but even then he was not confident that 

anything could be done.  He recommended staying in the 

village. 
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Kodenim died 2 days later. 

 

 
 

The aftermath was difficult.  Kodenim’s family was hurt and 

angry, as we all were, and came to my father asking for 

compensation.  They wanted a huge amount of wealth by local 

standards – several bushknives, two axes, clothes, bags, bows 

and arrows.  Altogether their request was many times the 

wealth of any single individual.   

The request deeply offended and angered me.  It challenged 

my most fundamental understandings of justice.  Kodenim had 

stolen a pig from my father, causing a rift in the relationship.  

His family was sure it was this that killed him.  Maybe my father 

did not work the witchcraft himself, but he should have been 

looking after him more carefully, especially since Kodenim 

lived in the same village as my father.  On my scales of justice, 

we were the ones who were wronged and we were the ones 

who deserved payment.  Kodenim had stolen from us, not the 

other way around. 

I felt lost and confused and tried to drift into the 

background and grieve Kodenim’s death in my own way.  I 

started spending more time alone, and when I was around 

other people I always brought my camera and just hid behind 

the viewfinder.  In this way I could pretend to be doing “work” 

and hope to not be bothered, but my father called my bluff.  

“My son,” he said, looking into the camera, “why don’t you use 

that thing to show them I am not a witch” and then gave a 

hearty laugh.  He liked to play the “stupid old man” who 
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doesn’t understand these new technologies like cameras, but 

he knew perfectly well that my camera could not exonerate 

him.  He just wanted me to stop hiding.  I realized something 

very important in that moment:  

 

Participation is not a choice. 

Only how we participate is a choice. 

 

Sitting back and doing nothing is in itself a form of 

participation.  You can’t pretend like your actions do not 

matter and stand off to the side of social life.   

But what to do?  I did not want to contribute to the 

compensation as I was being asked to do.  I would need to 

finally put it all together and practice the full art of seeing. 

 

 

SEEING IT ALL 

 

No matter how good you get at seeing your own seeing, 

seeing big, and seeing small, you can never really see the world 

as they see it.  You can’t “go native” and be just like them.  

Despite my best efforts I could not really bring myself to 

believe that Kodenim had been killed by witchcraft, and that 

the death could have been avoided if my father had nurtured a 

healthier relationship with him.     

“Being true to yourself” is an equally troublesome strategy.  

If you simply stick to your own ideas, ideals, beliefs and values 

then you are refusing to learn and grow.  You fail to nurture 

any true empathy and understanding. 

What is needed is some method that can be practiced day 

in and day out that slowly moves us closer and closer toward 

understanding.  It has to be something we can remember when 
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times get hard, something that can keep us on track even when 

our own feelings, emotions, fears, and biases start clouding our 

vision. 

It was during hard times like these that I turned to the most 

important tools in the anthropologist’s toolkit: 

Communication, Empathy, and Thoughtfulness.  We have to 

keep talking to people (communication), work toward 

understanding them in their own terms (empathy), using and 

revising our knowledge and models as we go (thoughtfulness). 

As we improve in each one of these areas, the others 

improve as well.  Communicating helps us understand their 

perspective (empathy) and revise our analytical models 

(thoughtfulness).  As our empathy improves we can 

communicate better and improve our thoughtfulness, and as 

our thoughtfulness improves we are better able to imagine our 

way into their perspective (empathy) and communicate more 

clearly with them.  We can summarize these relationships like 

this:   

 

 
 

Seeing small had allowed me to understand their logic. 

Seeing big allowed me to see how this logic fit in with other 

elements of their culture.  The more I communicated, 

empathized, and thought through the matter the more I started 

to understand – not as an academic studying the matter, but as 

a human being deeply enmeshed in the matter myself.  From 

that insider perspective I now realized that witchraft beliefs 
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were an integral part of a much larger system that had remained 

hidden until then. 

  

 What was apparent as an insider was that our choice to 

pay or not pay the compensation would have life and death 

consequences for the village. We could pay the compensation, 

thereby reconnecting two family networks and saving the 

village, or we could simply choose to move out and start a new 

village.  It turns out that witchcraft, more than the depletion of 

nutrients in the soil, is the engine that keeps people moving.  

Most villages trace their origin to a witchcraft accusation.  If 

you stand on a high peak and look at the villages dotting the 

landscape, you are looking at a history of accusations, deaths, 

and failed compensations. 

Most villages are made up of no more than a handful of 

families.  When someone gets sick or dies they analyze their 

relationships to find a strained relation.  Usually one of the 

most strained relationships is between two families within the 

village.  In this case, Kodenim’s family blames my family.  

When Kodenim died, it was not just Kodenim that died.  

Kodenim, like anyone else in the culture, is also seen as a node 

in a vast network of relations.  His death leaves a vast void in 

the network that must be repaired or it threatens to tear apart 

the fabric of the society.  Large compensation gifts can repair 

this void by reconnecting the extended families and networks 

that Kodenim once connected.   

 The entire model of culture we laid out earlier now makes 

sense in a whole new way.  “Witchcraft” is not just this strange 

belief.  It is an integral part of their entire culture.   

“Witchcraft” makes sense at every level of culture.  First, at 

the level of superstructure we can say that it is logical in that it 

makes sense within a sound and logically consistent worldview 
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that focuses on relationships.  Furthermore, witchcraft is 

generally called upon to explain why someone is sick, not how.  

Many people can offer sophisticated biomedical explanations 

for how someone died, but this only explains how, it does not 

explain why this particular person died at this particular time.   

Nobody has an answer for “the big Why” of death.  Many in 

the West turn to explanations such as “it was God’s will” or it 

was just “bad luck.”  These are no more scientifically verifiable 

than witchcraft.  

Second, at the level of social structure we can say that it is 

socio-logical.  It makes sense socially.  Witchcraft beliefs 

encourage people to be kind to each other and take care of 

their relationships in the absence of formal rules and laws.   

Furthermore, if a relationship does sour, there are rituals such 

as the washings described earlier that heal relationships. 

And finally, at the level of infrastructure we can say that 

witchcraft beliefs are eco-logical.  They make sense for the 

environment.  As villages grow to over fifty, they tend to break 

up and split apart due to witchcraft accusations.  This is 

ecologically sound because it keeps people spread out and well 

within the total carrying capacity of their land.  Rather than 

suffering massive ecological collapse and starvation during a 

drought, their low population density spread over many miles 

of land is sustained even through hard times. 

 Being able to truly see and understand this put me at ease.  

I now realized that my contribution to the compensation 

would heal the relationships of a village I had come to deeply 

love and care about.  The size of the gift forced my father to 

call in debts of friends and friends of friends, his whole 

network of relations.  The gift was large not only as a sign of 

respect and love for Kodenim and his family, it also assured us 

that they would never forget us and that they would one day 
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give something in return.  These gifts would make their way 

back through the vast network we had to call upon to bring 

this gift together. Still more gifts would then be given in return, 

and so on.  We were retying the ties that once bound us 

together, filling the void left by Kodenim’s departure. 

 The gifts were set out at the center of the village early one 

morning.  Kodenim’s father led his entire extended family 

down the path and into the village to collect the bounty.  There 

had been much strain in these relationships ever since 

Kodenim first stole my father’s pig.  Kodenim’s father 

examined the pile of gifts that had been brought forth.   All the 

wealth in the world cannot replace a son and no father wants 

to bury their child.  But the sentiment was strong and well-

received.  He thanked my father and they extended hands for 

a handshake, tears in their eyes.  The handshake soon collapsed 

into a hug which others joined in on, while others clapped and 

cried. 

  

My own spirit was still aching from the loss of Kodenim. 

But as I watched the tears flow down the cheeks of my father, 

Kodenim’s father, and the others who had gathered for that 

hug, I realized something that filled my soul with gratitude and 

peace:  

 

This was a beautiful death. 

 

In his final days Kodenim was able to publicly admit his 

every sin.  He was offered heartfelt forgiveness from those 

who he had wronged, all because of their beliefs in witchcraft. 

It may not have cleared his body of whatever it was that killed 

him, but it sure seemed to cleanse his soul.  He died at peace.  



Michael Wesch 

60 

And the hole he left in our world was filled with gifts, kindness, 

and good will.      
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GROWING UP AMONG THE NACIREMA 

 

“We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will 

be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.” 

 T. S. Eliot 

 

If viewing an exotic and very different culture can help us 

leap out of the water of our own culture to truly see it, the 

Nacirema need to be high on our list of cultures to examine.  

In 1956, Horace Miner’s original article about the Nacirema 

provided an in-depth look at their ritual behaviors that show, 

in Miner’s words, “the extremes to which human behavior can 

go.”  The work was so shocking and revealing that the article 

went on to be the most widely read article in the history of 

Anthropology. 

As Miner explains in the article, the Nacirema are obsessed 

with the body, which they believe is intrinsically ugly and prone 

to debility and disease.  Each Nacirema household has a shrine 

or sometimes several shrines in which private rituals are 

performed to mitigate what they see as ever-present and 
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pervasive threats to their bodies.  Various charms provided by 

medicine men are ingested and they perform several rites of 

ablution throughout the day using a special purified water 

secured from the main Water Temple of the community.   

Since Miner’s time the Nacirema have started building very 

large temples called “mygs” that contain rows and rows of 

various body torture devices which they use to punish their 

own bodies.  The devices are designed to tear and damage 

muscles, causing them to swell.  Others are designed to 

completely exhaust the body and use up all of its energy so that 

the body starts to consume itself in order to provide energy for 

movement.  While the Nacirema believe that these rituals make 

their bodies stronger and more resilient to disease, the primary 

purpose of these rituals seems to be to transform the shape of 

the body to conform to Nacirema ideals.  These ideals are so 

extreme that they are beyond the reach of natural human 

capacity.  To achieve these ideals, some Nacirema go so far as 

to have ritual specialists cut them open and inject liquids into 

areas of their body that they desire to be larger, or remove soft 

body tissues and make other parts of their body smaller.  

These new temples are just one example of how cultures are 

always changing, and over the past 70 years, the Nacirema have 

changed dramatically. For the  Nacirema of Miner’s study in 

1956, even simple black and white televisions were a new and 

exotic technology.  Today the Nacirema can be found across 

the social media landscape on Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat 

and YouTube. This offers us the ability to observe this exotic 

culture simply by tuning in to their YouTube  channels.     

One of the more interesting rituals of the Nacirema is the 

strecnoc.  Hundreds and sometimes thousands of people attend 

these rituals which take place around a large, elevated ritual 

platform known as an egats.  The rituals are often at night, so 
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the egats is lit up in spectacular fashion.  Attendees gather in 

the dark around the egats and often consume mind-altering 

substances such as lohocla and anaujiram while they wait for the 

ritual leader to arrive. Attendees are often shaking with 

anticipation as they wait for the ritual to begin, and the first 

sighting of the ritual leader on the egats can send attendees into 

a frenzy of excitement, jumping up and down, screaming, with 

arms high in the air as if struggling to reach out and touch the 

ritual leader and feel their power.   

In the late summer of 2013 I decided to examine one of 

these rituals in more detail.  I did a YouTube search and 

watched the most-watched strecnoc of recent days.  A  large 

effigy of a bear, one of the most dangerous and feared animals 

among the Nacirema was placed at the center of the egats.  The 

bear was approximately 30 feet tall and styled to look like the 

small toy bears of Nacirema children.  Nacirema children, who 

are often required by their parents to sleep alone (a rare 

practice across cultures around the world), often sleep with 

these small toy bears, seeing them as protectors and often 

building up strong imaginary friendships with them. 

Suddenly, a door opened up in the stomach of the large bear 

and the ritual leader stepped out from inside.  Dancers in toy 

bear costumes rushed in from the sides of the egats to join her.  

Together they took to the center of the egats and started doing 

a special dance that is normally only performed in the privacy 

of one’s own room.  It is an especially wild dance, not really 

meant for anyone to see, in which you simply allow your body 

to do whatever it feels like doing.  This often results in a steady 

but awkward thrusting or shaking motion while the arms 

spontaneously mimic whatever is heard in the music.  If a 

handheld string instrument is being played, the arms might 

move as if to hold it (“ria ratiug”).  If drums are being played, 
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the arms move as if to play the drums (“ria smurd”), and so on.  

It is a very fun form of dance to do, but it is usually not meant 

to be seen, and some attendees were uncomfortable watching 

it, especially as the ritual leader moved more deeply into this 

private dance and let her entire body move freely but 

awkwardly.  Even her tongue seemed to be out of control, 

flailing wildly about her face. 

“Make some noise!” the ritual leader called to the attendees.  

They screamed into a frenzy as she started the core of the 

ritual, the gnos.  The gnos is a poetry performance set to music 

and dance.  The gnos began with a voice entering the room, 

projected from somewhere outside of the egats: 

 

It’s our party we can do what we want. 

It’s our party we can say what we want. 

It’s our party we can love who we want 

We can kiss who we want 

We can see who we want 

 

As the voice continued to poetically espouse these core 

Nacirema ideals of freedom and free choice, the ritual leader 

continued to demonstrate these values with her body.  She bent 

over and started shaking her backside in an attempt to isolate 

a contraction of her gluteous maximus muscles which then 

send the fatty area of the buttocks region into a wave-like 

motion known as twerking.  This is often interpreted as being 

very sexually suggestive, and the mixture of childhood toys 

along with such sexually suggestive dancing (tongue flailing 

about, buttocks shaking), was simply too much for some of the 

attendees. 
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Some were especially shocked because this ritual leader 

had until recently been known as Hannah Montana, a hero 

among children.  And she is the daughter of another famous 

ritual specialist, Billy Rae Cyrus, who is best known for his 

wholesome family-friendly performancess such as “Some 

Gave All,” (a tribute to military families) and “Achy Breaky 

Heart.” 
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Ultimately, the Nacirema were deeply divided on the quality of 

the performance.  It seemed as if there was no middle ground. 

You either hated it, or you loved it. 

 

  
 

Even as the media criticized her performance, with many 

saying that it was likely the end of her career, Miley turned their 

words to her advantage and celebrated the event as a great 

success.   

 

 
 

As an anthropologist, I thought it was one of the most 

significant artistic performances I had ever seen, a telling 

portrait of what it is like to grow up among the Nacirema.  The 
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toy bears, the awkward “dance like nobody’s watching” 

dancing that you do in your room as a young child, and the 

ritual dress which included a cartoon mouse on a little girl’s 

tutu were clear marks of childhood, all of which were shed 

throughout the performance.  The bears transformed into full-

bodied voluptuous women. The little girl’s tutu was shed to 

reveal a flesh-toned bikini and the awkward and childish 

dancing transformed into a sexual feast of humping, grinding, 

and twerking. She was shedding the skin of her childhood, 

initiating herself into her own adulthood right in front of our 

eyes, struggling to show the world that she is now a full adult, 

not that little girl Hannah Montana. 

Those Nacirema who had to turn away and just could not 

stand to watch it were probably seeing a little too much of their 

own awkward childhood and transition to adulthood, for the 

Nacirema transition to adulthood is always awkward.  It is, as 

they say, a “hot mess.” 

 
The cost of their core values of freedom and choice is that 

there are no limitations or guidelines on how to grow up 

properly.  There are no clearly defined rules for what it means 

to be an adult.  There are no clearly defined pathways for 

becoming independent.  Instead, there are options at every 
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turn of life.  The Nacirema cherish these options.  But they 

also make growing up very, very hard. 

Children are raised with the idea that they can “be 

whatever they want to be.”  They are taught to question and 

distrust any message that attempts to tell them who they are or 

how they should behave. “Be true to yourself,” is a commonly 

espoused Nacirema proverb.  Cyrus echoed these sentiments 

in her performance, “We don’t take nothing from nobody.”  But 

because they “don’t take nothing from nobody,” like advice or 

values, they are left with nothing to guide them.  They set off 

on a lifelong quest to figure out what they want to do and who 

they want to be. “Who am I?” is a question that dominates the 

Nacirema psyche.   

As a result, many Nacirema make it their life goal to “find” 

their “self.”  Though most Nacirema take this goal for granted, 

it has not always been this way.  Even in Miner’s time, the 

1950s, things were different.  Back then people were often 

encouraged to conform and follow the rules of society.  But by 

the late 1970s books like William Glasser’s “The Identity 

Society” and Christopher Lasch’s “Culture of Narcissism” 

documented a shift from a culture that valued humility and 

“finding one’s place” to one that valued self-expression and 

“finding one’s self.” 

 

 

THE POWER OF CONTINGENCY  

AND “MAKING THINGS FRAGILE” 

 

It is obvious at this point that the Nacirema are not some 

exotic culture, but are in fact American, and that Nacirema is 

just American spelled backwards.  This was Miner’s trick.  He 
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forced us to see the strange in the familiar and used the art of 

seeing like an anthropologist on his own culture.  

 This trick is one method of “seeing your own seeing” 

without going to an exotic culture.  You can find the exotic 

right around you, and the more mundane, the better.  Because 

when you reveal that even the most mundane beliefs and 

practices that make up your life can be viewed as strange and 

exotic, they also become contingent, which is a fancy way of 

saying that they need not exist or that they could have been 

different.  Our beliefs and practices are contingent upon the 

historical and cultural conditions that led to them.  And once 

we recognize them as contingent, we can ask new questions 

about them. 

 

What is a self?  Is it really a thing?  Or is it something you do?  Would 

it be better to say that we “create” ourselves rather than “find” it?  And 

what did that other great poet, Eminem, mean when he said “You gotta 

lose yourself”?  Is it possible that you have to lose your self in order to 

find your self?  If so, what is this “self” that must be lost?  Am “I” the 

same thing as my “self”?  If they are the same, how can I say “I” need to 

find my “self”?  Can “I” really find, lose, or create my “self” or do I just 

need to let the “I” be my “self”? 

 

These are a special kind of questions.  These questions do 

not require answers.  The questions are insights in themselves.  

They give you new alternatives for how to think about your 

life.  They give you a little bit of freedom from the limited 

perspectives offered by your taken-for-granted assumptions, 

ideas, and ideals. 

Michel Foucault, a social theorist and historian who has 

had a large impact on anthropology, says that this kind of 

analysis is a way of “making things more fragile.”  It shows that 
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“what appears obvious is not at all so obvious.”  In his work 

he tries to show that many of the “obvious” facts of our lives 

that we take for granted can be “made fragile” through cultural 

and historical analysis.  In this way, we “give them back the 

mobility they had and that they should always have.”  The ideas 

and ideals of our culture do not have to have total power over 

us.  We can play with them, make them more fragile, and 

thereby take some of that power back. 

This particular power of the anthropological perspective 

has been at the heart of anthropology since its founding in the 

late 1800s. Franz Boas, the father of American Anthropology 

said that his whole outlook on life had been determined by one 

question:  

 

How can we recognize the shackles  

that tradition has laid upon us? 

 

For when we recognize them,  

we are also able to break them. 
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Challenge Two:  

Fieldwork of the Familiar 

 
Your challenge is to do fieldwork in your own culture, find the 

strange in the familiar, and produce a compelling photo essay 

of your insights.  In doing so, you will transform some 

seemingly ordinary feature of your life into something that you 

recognize as contingent and open to new questions.   

 

Start by thinking of things that are done in your culture that 

might strike an Anthropologist from Mars as strange.  For 

example, the Nacirema keep small animals called teps, heal 

themselves through the ritual of gnippohs, spend lots of time 

obsessing over their bodies while they esicrixe, spend 13 to 25 

years of their lives simply training for the complexity of their 

lives in special places called loohcs, etc. 

 

Next, go to a location where you can really observe this 

behavior.  Try to come up with 4 or 5 interesting observations 

about this behavior.  These observations will be the text of 

your essay. Then, take a photograph for each of your key 

points that captures what you are trying to say.  This will help 

you construct your final photo essay that will include 4 or 5 

compelling images along with the text.  Submit your essay on 

ANTH101.com 

 

Go to ANTH101.com/challenge2 for additional tips and 

information. 

 

  




