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Words from Mailer 
About Making It 
Through the Mire 

BY KIRK MANN, FERGUS FALLS COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

In the novel Tough Guys 
Don't Dance by Norman Mailer, the 
main character finds himself in the 
center of a whirlwind of conflict; 
he's an alcoholic recently separated 
from his wife; he's accused of 
murders he didn't commit; his 
former friends are working against 
him, etc., etc. 

As a result, he invokes the 
Latin expression "Inter faeces et 
urinam nascimur" (loosely 
translated as "Between sh- and 
pi- we are born") as a somewhat 
depressing but poignant life 
philosophy. His point, of course, 
is that the literal physical situation 
in which we find ourselves at birth 
transfers metaphorically to the way 
conflict often pounds us from 
several fronts during adulthood. 

Of course, we see this 
gauntlet at the present time. 
Between terrorist attacks, statewide 
strikes, a slouching economy, and 
·whatever else is ailing us, we often 
have that sinking feeling of 

entrapment, of being bombarded by 
chaos on all sides-Inter faeces et 
urinam nascimur. It can be the stuff 
of depression ... if we let it. 

Which we can't. And 
Mailer's bit of Latin may offer the 
necessary insight. Think about 
what happened when we were first 
inter faeces et urinam. What 
happened? We got through it with 
one hell of a push from someone 
who loves us unconditionally. 

It seems we need to keep 
this in mind when we feel the 
tendency to fight our multiple 
battles alone these days. Rather 
than going through the darkness in 
isolation, we should look to our 
supporting casts for the necessary 
boost; when we 're inter faeces et 
urinum, we should seek out the 
positive to help us through. I tried 
to do that when I wrote the 
following poem. I hope it works. 
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The Settling 
In lower Manhattan 
the Dust of the Dead 
now lingers, 
coating the windows of 
hollow buildings 
with a delicate cataract, 
a frost through which 
the sun refracts the 
golden souls of 6,000 

The Dust of the Dead 
filters into the teeth 
of Those Still Seeking, 
offering the grit of voice 
to yell into iron catacombs 

The Dust of the Dead 
settles on school desks 
where fourth graders 
draw hearts in the 
fine bone, flesh, spirit 

It fortifies the pavement 
beneath the press of hard rubber tires; 
powders the fingers of a street 
musician playing to a picture in a 
sidewalk shrine; 
nourishes the roots of a knotty oak 
in Central Park 

And on a deserted street comer 
the Dust of the Dead 
is whisked into a red maple leaf 
whirlwind, 
inhaled into the stratosphere, 
and blown from the palm 
of a higher hand across America 

It drifts down, 
drawn on a collective breath 
to heal us, to become us. 




