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TABOOS
Fall 2007
Brett Williams Sara Artes
Battelle Tomkins T45 Battelle Tompkins graduate cubicles
885-1836 sartes@american.edu
brettnmi@hotmail.com Office Hours:
Office Hours: Thursday 2:15-4:15 Monday 1-3; Thursday, 1-3, 5-7 or by

appointment

Why do dogs and cats, but not polar bears or kangaroos, equip us with profanity? Why do we fear saliva, body-warmed chairs, dishrags in the
laundry, teeth-marked food, and sticky surfaces? Why do we cringe at body hair on women? Why do we feel both terror and relief when we see a
“freak?” Why do people shout at the blind? Why do we suffer nightmares about incest? Why do we invent metaphors from "cancer," "crippled,"
"seminal," and "black?" Why won't ghosts go away?

Do taboos express deep archetypal properties of the human mind? Do they help us transform nature into culture? Are they utterly arbitrary
constructions? Do we need taboos to protect the innocent, separate ourselves from other species, construct a singular social order, or communicate
who we are? Do we use taboos to oppress those with discrepant identities, suppress honesty and spontaneity, and support superfluous industries that
label, collect, manage, and hide what we fear?

When we explore taboos, we enter the world of the forbidden to examine those persons, products, and practices that we surround with such fear
and disgust that we try to rule them out. Yet power and danger, the blessed and the cursed, lie in those cultural margins. Entering this world can be
difficult, but taboos hold vital clues to our humanity and to the power relations that shape our social lives.

Books:
Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart
Lisa Moore, Sperm Counts
David Gilmore, Monsters
Mike Davis, Buda’s Wagon
Readings on Blackboard:

Mary Douglas, “The Abominations of Leviticus,” from Purity and Danger
Peter Hessler, “A Rat in My Soup,” from the New Yorker

Rosalind Petchesky, “Fetal Images,” from the Gender/Sexuality Reader
Alma Gottlieb, “Menstrual Cosmology Among the Beng,” from Blood Magic
Roger Lancaster, “State of Panic,” from New Landscapes of Inequality.
Edward Conlon, “To the Potter’s Field,” from the New Yorker

COURSE SCHEDULE
I. What are taboos?

Why and how do forbidden, unspeakable, reprehensible, self-punishing, anomalous, and ambiguous identities and practices serve as dense codes
for defining who we are and communicating who we are not, and for bolstering who has power, and who does not? As it confronted British colonial
laws and institutions, Igbo society reveals some of the power of taboos to create cohesion, construct inequalities, and uphold particular world views.
Taboos seem to hold fast, but they are also brittle, as they reveal the cracks and contradictions of Igbo society.

August 27:  Introduction to the course
August 30:  Read Things Fall Apart, Part 1

September 3: Labor Day

September 6: Things Fall Apart, Parts 2 and 3

I1. In and out of the body

Taboos often emerge in the blurry, ambiguous spaces between named categories that humans believe are clearly bounded. When we choose foods
to eat, we also load life-giving substances with taboos that link and separate us from plants and other animals. On the other hand, substances that exit
our bodies are equally problematic: they are no longer us, but they are not unequivocally not us. They spark alarm, anxiety, and disgust. Why are
some bodily substances considered particularly repulsive? How does that repulsion reflect and recreate differences in power?
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September 10: Food Taboos and Identities
Read Mary Douglas, “The Abominations of Leviticus” from her Purity and Danger (on Blackboard)

September 13: Human-Animal Relations

Film: Rat

Read Peter Hessler, “A Rat in My Soup.” New Yorker (July 24, 2000): 38-41 (Blackboard)
September 17: From Nature to Culture, Raw to Cooked: Food, drink, drugs

September 20: Bodily fluids: Read Sperm Counts, Preface-Chapters 1-4

September 24: Sperm Counts, Chapters 5-7_

September 27: Read Alma Gottlieb, “Menstrual Cosmology Among the Beng of the Ivory Coast” from Blood Magic, edited by
Thomas Buckley and Alma Gottlieb (on Blackboard)

Recipe due
October 1:  Read Rosalind Petchesky, Fetal Images, from the Gender/Sexuality Reader, edited by Roger Lancaster and Micaela di
Leonardo (on Blackboard)

October 4:  Buying and Selling Organs
Film: “Dirty Pretty Things”
Socially constructed substance due
October 8 “Dirty Pretty Things,” continued
October 11:  First Exam
I11. Mingled Bodies
When bodies meet, they blur the boundaries between self and other, me and not-me. Sexual taboos often regulate the blurry zone of sexuality by
governing appropriate partners and practices. Bodies that complicate gendered categories can disrupt deeply rooted ideas about human nature and
taboos that separate male and female but also provide creative pathways and identities for people who blur those categories. Taboos and moral panics

about sexuality can also reveal other fault lines and cultural fears.

October 15: Too Close and Too Far: Incest and Miscegenation
Film: The Body Beautiful

October 18: Imperfect Bodies
Film: Paradise Bent

October 22: Complicated Bodies
Film: You Don’t Know Dick

October 25: Sex Panics
Read Roger Lancaster, “State of Panic,” on Blackboard

IV. Fearsome Bodies

Monsters appear all over the world and throughout human history as projections of deep human fears and imaginaries. While they vary wildly,
monsters — as anomalous blobs from murky places seem to embody many of the qualities and contradictions of other taboos. They challenge the
boundaries between humans and other creatures and lay the foundations for the stigmas attached to different kinds of human bodies and abilities. The
“freak show” dramatized such differences and inspired both relief and terror in its visitors.
October 29: Read Monsters, Chapters 1-4
November 1: Monsters, Chapters 5-8, excerpt: “The Host”
November 5: Monsters, Chapters 9-10

November 8: Film: “Freaks”
Panic paper due
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November 12: “Freaks,” continued
Personal monster due

V. Love and Hate, Life and Death, Courage and Anger

The final section of the course explores the ways that wars create separate rules of engagement and routinely warp other tabooed practices such as
murder, rape, and the militarization of children. The zone between life and death has always been filled with tabooed beings such as ghosts and now
includes the mythical figure of the suicide bomber. Where do martyrs, heroes, and villains come from, and how do they disrupt and embrace taboos as
they struggle over life and death?

November 15: Buda’s Wagon, pp. 1-107
Visit Fernando Botero’s exhibit on Abu Ghraib in the Katzen Center

November 19 Buda’s Wagon, 108-195

November 22: Thanksgiving

November 26: Film: “Zero Degrees of Separation”

November 29: “Zero Degrees of Separation,” continued

December 3: Read Edward Conlon, "To the Potter’s Field," The New Yorker, July 19, 1993, (Blackboard)

December 6: Conclusions to the course
Potter’s Field Allegory due

December 10: Final exam at 11:20

WRITING

Midterm Exam, October 8, 25%
Final Exam, December 10, 30%
Three projects, various due dates, 45%

Choose three of the following projects. Each one is due before the beginning of class on the date noted on the syllabus. If you are unable to meet
that deadline, you should choose another project. Each project is worth a total of fifteen points.

1. Reflexive recipe, duc September 27 at the start of class. 4-5 pages

The purpose of this project is to imagine how taboos affect what you believe is good to eat. First, establish a context in which you might be
forced to violate your own taboos: you’re lost, abandoned, desperate, or motivated in some way. Then, imagine how you might find and prepare
something to eat that in an everyday context would be forbidden. You might be making non-food, food or changing your boundaries in some way.
Vividly and specifically describe the ingredients. Look at them objectively to analyze how you might be violating your own taboos. Finally, critique
your recipe: does it put you at some kind of new risk?

2. Social construction of a substance, due October 4. 4-5 pages

Choose a substance that comes from the body other than semen. Then, choose one venue for analyzing how this substance is socially constructed
(advertising, children’s books, professional sports, stand-up comedy) and draw on vivid, specific examples to build an argument about how a natural
substance is endowed with political, cultural properties and powers.

3. Moral panics, due November 8, 4-5 pages

Test Roger Lancaster’s analysis against an artifact of popular culture that you believe creates unlikely fears by using prejudice to create
monstrous, imaginary people. You may analyze the fear of pedophilia, as he does, or choose another moral panic that demonizes an unlikely villain
(i.e. the abortionist, the drug-dealing Mexican, the rapist). Use specific examples, and draw on course concepts. You may look at a moral panic in any
time or place, but be sure to contextualize it (for example, in the debate about immigration or the intersection between religion and politics).

4. Personal monster, due November 12, 2-3 pages with a drawing

Draw or describe a monster from your own childhood. Alternatively, ask a child to draw or describe a personal monster. Your description should
be thick, detailed, vivid, and specific. Than, analyze how that monster reflects, undermines, or nuances Gilmore’s arguments, and what it reveals
about the power of taboo.

5. Potter’s field allegory, due December 6, 3-4 pages

In a short essay that may be creative as well, do a close analysis of the Potter’s Field essay in the New Yorker—how does it speak to our
questions about taboos during the semester? What is this essay about? Does it work? Why or why not?
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Message from the Community Service Center regarding the addition of a service-learning component to the course:

Campus Resource for Connecting Course and Community Concerns

This course encourages the application of the knowledge and skills you will learn in class to real-life issues and concerns. This process is commonly
called “community-based learning” or “service-learning.” In addition to deepening the student learning, this approach provides much-needed and
appreciated support to nonprofit organizations and schools that are serving local communities and develops a partnership between the campus and the
city.

AU’s Community Service Center (CSC), located in Mary Graydon 273, is positioned to help you explore how and where to incorporate a service-
learning project into this course. The Community Service Center is a resource center for a variety of service-related efforts at AU. Office staff can
help you identify which DC-area organizations would be a good match for the topic or issue you are pursuing. They have binders with information on
hundreds of area nonprofits and handouts listing organizations working on a range of issues (e.g. Housing and Homelessness Organizations, Race and
Ethnicity, Youth Development Groups, Environmental Issues, Youth Programs, Food and Nutrition, Health, International and Multicultural Issues, and
others) as well.

The Community Service-Learning Project (CSLP) extra credit option allows students to earn an additional credit to a class when you relate volunteer
work to an established three or four-credit course by way of a project, product, or service. The CSLP entails 40 hours of service during the course of
the semester at one nonprofit site, as well as a reflection and evaluation session at the end.

For more information about AU’s service-learning option, contact Marcy Fink Campos by email ( HYPERLINK "mailto:mfcampos@america.edu"
mfcampos@america.edu) or phone (Extension. 7378). You can also stop by the Community Service Center to meet Amy Pucino, Service-Learning
Coordinator, see their resources, or go to their website at www.american.edu/volunteer.
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