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The Dangers of Tradition

Bakari Bosa

About this text

Bakari Bosa discusses how traditions work in society and sometimes continue despite putting people in danger.

Purpose for Reading Vocabulary

understand and the potential dangers of doing so, and apply

To understand why people follow traditions they may not Let’s pronounce these words together as a class:

this understanding to “The Lottery.” Critical [krit-i-kuhl]
Humiliate [hyoo-mil-ee-eyt]
Ritual [rich-o0-uhl]

PARTNER READING

[1] I recently read a story:

[2] A young girl is in the kitchen with her mother and they’re about to cook a pot
roast, using a recipe that’s been handed down from one generation to another.
The first step is to cut the ends off the roast. The young girl wants to know why.
The mother tells her “It’s just tradition.” She’s unsatisfied with that answer, so
when she visits her grandma a week later, she asks her the same question. “It’s
tradition,” her grandma says. “That’s the way my mother always did it.” So after
all this, the girl gets a chance to visit her great-grandmother. She’s excited about
putting the question to Grammie and so, even before she’s taken her coat off she
asks: “Grammie, why cut the ends off the roast first before cooking it?” Her
great-grandmother looks at her and smiles, saying, “When | first wrote the recipe,
my pan was too small to fit the entire roast.”

[3] I like the story because it highlights how, at times, the things that we hold dear,
that we consider traditions, can be rooted in groundless ideas. Yet despite this,
society relies on convention, and traditions are a key part of these conventions —
many of them without any real rhyme or reason. Think about everyone in a
courtroom standing when the judge enters, or if it really makes a difference
whether that judge gets to slam their gavel against a sound block? to end the
court session. Think of some of the things that we take for granted, like throwing
our caps into the air during a graduation ceremony, installing a dead fir tree in our
homes for a couple of weeks in December, or secretly exchanging a child’s lost
teeth for a quarter or two. Ask yourself why we do these things. Better yet, ask
Grammie.

! Convention (noun): a familiar way in which something is usually done

DURING READING QUESTIONS

Paragraphs 1-3
Write: What does the author want readers to
question?

% A judge sometimes hits a gavel, or a small mallet, against a piece of wood, known as a sound block, during a court session.
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But what is tradition really?

Paragraphs 4-5

Write: In your own words, describe the two sides
of tradition.

[4] Traditions are beliefs and practices passed down within a group or society.
Tradition alone isn’t a bad or worthless idea. Traditions help reinforce values.
Some say they represent a critical aspect of our culture and form the structure
and foundation of our society by connecting us to history and bringing people
together. Maybe throwing our caps into the air doesn’t just make us happy; it also
makes us believe we are connected to all those graduates that have gone before
us, and those that will come after us.

[5] still, the fact remains that we often follow traditions without question, and
while there are many worthwhile traditions, there are some that connect us to
history and culture at the risk and detriment® of others. This is when reverence for
tradition can become a dangerous thing.

Dangerous traditions
[6] There are many dangerous traditions that continue to be practiced today.
[7] Here are just a few examples:

The Running of the Bulls

Paragraph 8

Write: How did the Running of the Bulls become a
tradition?

[8] The Running of the Bulls takes place every year in Pamplona, Spain, during the
nine-day festival of Sanfermines. During the second week in July, a group of cattle
is let loose on a closed course* on the town’s streets. Hundreds of people run
ahead of the cattle, trying their best not to be trampled. The tradition dates back
to the 14th century: when cattle were being transported to the market, people
would hurry them along by running with them and creating a frenzy.® It then
became a tradition. But every year, over 200 people are injured during the
Running of the Bulls, and since 1925, over a dozen people have died.

Hazing

[9] Hazing is the ritual of humiliating others as part of an initiation into an
exclusive group. People sometimes make those wishing to join their organization
run simple errands, but they have also been known to subject candidates to
extreme forms of abuse. People “pledging” to join college fraternities and
sororities have been bound and blindfolded, beaten, and forced to drink alcohol
to the point of poisoning — all in the name of tradition and ritual, something that
every member has had to go through.

[10] The effects of hazing can be consequential. They can include both physical
and mental trauma,® hospitalization, or even death. According to Franklin College
journalism professor Hank Nuwer, there have been over 200 university hazing
deaths since 1838, with 40 deaths taking place between 2007 and 2017. Most of
these deaths were alcohol-related.

Land Diving

[11] Every spring, in the Republic of Vanuatu, an island country in the South
Pacific Ocean, men participate in land diving, one of the most dangerous
ceremonies in the world. The men jump off ninety-foot-high wooden towers with
two tree vines wrapped around their ankles. They dive headfirst towards the
ground, hoping that the vines will stop their fall just before impact.

* Detriment (noun): the state of being harmed or damaged

* a public area temporarily closed off for a racing event

® Frenzy (noun): a state or period of uncontrolled excitement or wild behavior

® emotional shock following a stressful event; mental trauma may have long-term effects.

Unit 1: Following the Crowd 2

Unless otherwise noted, this content is licensed under the CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

&) COMMONLIT 360
p{ —— CURRICULUM

[12] The tradition is said to have come from a woman who did it to escape her
abusive husband. Women used to perform this annual ritual in honor of her, but

the ceremony was eventually taken over by men. Today, the land diving ritual is Paragraphs 9-13
related to the annual yam’ harvest. A good dive is said to ensure that there will be = Write: How is land diving similar to fraternity
a good harvest. For the young, it is a rite of passage.® Boys can start as early as hazing?

eight years old, with the highest plank reserved for the most experienced divers.

[13] Land diving has resulted in its fair share of deaths and injuries. Before diving,
the men usually settle any unfinished business and disputes they might have.
Famously, during a 1974 visit to Vanuatu, Queen Elizabeth of England witnessed a
land diving ceremony performed in her honor. Unfortunately, one man lost his life
when the vines snapped.

When is enough enough?

Paragraphs 14-16

A. Write: What are the positive and negative
effects of banning traditions?

[14] Should the likes of land diving and hazing be allowed to continue? Sometimes
governments ban traditions that they consider harmful. For instance, many local
governments in the United States have made it illegal for residents to set off
fireworks in their yards or in the streets outside their homes on the Fourth of July.
Every year, this traditional celebration leads to fires, injuries, and even deaths.
These bans are meant to promote public safety.

[15] But a government can also ban traditions for darker reasons. In the 1800s, B. Turn & Talk: Do you agree with the author’s final
England ruled over Ireland, a rule that many Irish disliked and fought against. The  statement? Be prepared to defend your response.
Irish used a common local plant, the shamrock, as a symbol of their national A. Agree

identity and their longing to be free. Queen Victoria of England banned all soldiers B. Disagree

in her armies — including those who came from Ireland — from wearing a
traditional shamrock on their hats on St. Patrick’s Day. This ban was a way of
reinforcing® her power over people who did not want her as their ruler. It was just
one of the many ways in which England repressed®® the voice of the Irish during
that time.

[16] So who should decide whether a tradition is harmful and needs to stop?
Perhaps it is up to each person to question the traditions they follow and
determine whether they do more harm than good.

“The Dangers of Tradition” by Bakari Bosa. Copyright © 2019 by CommonlLit, Inc. This text is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0.

7 a plant similar to a sweet potato

& a ceremony or event marking an important stage in someone’s life

° Reinforce (verb): to strengthen or support

1% Repress (verb): to hold back or prevent the expression or development of something
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Name Class

Independent Practice J

Directions: Answer the multiple choice questions for “The Dangers of Tradition.” 5 minutes

INDEPENDENT

1. Which statement best expresses the central idea in the text? [RI.2]
A. Most traditions are dangerous and should be banned.
B. Some traditions are dangerous and should be questioned.
C. Most traditions are no longer applicable to modern day life.
D. Some traditions are too important to society to be questioned.

2. How does paragraph 2 contribute to the development of the central idea? [RI.5]
A. It shows that some traditions last for generations while others fade.
B. It shows that family traditions have higher value than societal traditions.
C. It shows that family traditions create lasting connections between generations.
D. It shows that people sometimes follow traditions without understanding them.

3. Which term best defines “consequential” as it is used in paragraph 107 [R1.4]
A. serious
B. insufficient
C. memorable
D. confidential

4. How does paragraph 15 refine the central idea of the article? [RI.5]
A. by supporting a government’s right to ban harmful traditions
B. by demonstrating how banning a tradition can harm parts of a society
C. Dby illustrating that certain traditions can uphold government institutions
D. by demonstrating why some traditions should be banned by the government
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INDEPENDENT

Independent Practice
Directions: Answer the short response prompt for “The Dangers of Tradition.” 15 minutes

PROMPT: What motivated the villagers in Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” to CHECKLIST FOR WRITING A
continue their deadly tradition? Use ideas from Bakari Bosa’s “The Dangers COMPLETE PARAGRAPH:

of Tradition” to help explain their motivation. [RL.3] L TN T A —

that clearly answers all parts of

Make sure your paragraph is complete by: o -
e prompt:

e starting with an argument that clearly answers all parts of the

A. YES!
prompt B. No, | will go back and
including evidence from each text listed in the prompt add that.
using transitions to help readers follow your ideas
explaining how your evidence supports your argument [d Did you include evidence from
each text listed in the prompt?
A. YES!
B. No, I will go back and
add that.

[d Did you use transitions to help

readers follow your ideas?
A. YES!
B. No, | will go back and
add that.

[d Did you explain how each piece
of evidence supports your
argument?

A. YES!
B. No, | will go back and
add that.
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Quick Partner Discussion

Directions: Discuss the questions with a partner. Record notes on both of your answers. Push yourselves
to use formal language and evidence from the text. 5 minutes

DISCUSSION RESOURCES
o Where does it say that in the text?

® Do you see different or conflicting ideas in the text? If so, where?
e What evidence do you have that supports that idea?

e What's an example of that?

e What other evidence/examples relate to that?

e What specific part are you referring to?

1. CROSS-TEXTUAL: What does conformity have to do with following tradition?

2. When someone breaks with tradition, do you see that as bold individualism or a humiliating mistake?
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