Margaret Mead Coming Of Age In Samoa

Margaret Mead Coming of Age in Samoa is a seminal work that not only shaped
the field of anthropology but also challenged Western perceptions of
adolescence and cultural constructs of gender. First published in 1928,
Mead's ethnographic study documents her experiences and observations of
Samoan adolescents, particularly focusing on the transition from childhood to
adulthood. This article delves into the context of Mead's research, the key
themes of her findings, and the broader implications of her work on



anthropology and society.

Background of Margaret Mead and Her Research

Early Life and Education

Margaret Mead was born on December 16, 1901, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
She was raised in a progressive household that valued education and
intellectual curiosity. Mead attended Barnard College, where she studied
under renowned anthropologist Franz Boas. Her education laid the groundwork
for her groundbreaking research in cultural anthropology.

- Key Influences:

- Franz Boas: The father of American anthropology who emphasized the
importance of cultural relativism.

- Ruth Benedict: A fellow student and mentor, whose ideas on culture greatly
influenced Mead's perspectives.

The Journey to Samoa

In 1925, Mead traveled to American Samoa to conduct fieldwork for her
doctoral dissertation. Her objective was to study the lives of Samoan
adolescents to understand their coming-of-age experiences compared to those
in the United States. The research was conducted over several months, during
which Mead immersed herself in the local culture, building relationships with
the Samoan people and observing their customs and social structures.

Key Findings of Mead’s Research

Mead's ethnographic work in Samoa culminated in her famous book, Coming of
Age in Samoa, where she articulated several key findings that significantly
impacted the field of anthropology and societal views on adolescence.

Adolescence Defined by Culture

One of Mead's most notable conclusions was that the experience of adolescence
is heavily influenced by cultural contexts rather than biological
determinants. In Samoa, she observed that:

- Adolescents experienced a relatively smooth transition into adulthood.
- The pressures and conflicts associated with adolescence in Western



societies were largely absent in Samoa.

- Samoan girls were encouraged to explore their sexuality freely and were not
burdened by the same expectations of chastity or restraint faced by their
American counterparts.

Gender Roles and Sexuality

Mead's observations regarding gender roles were particularly striking. She
noted that in Samoan society:

- Gender roles were more fluid compared to those in the United States.

- Women had greater sexual freedom and autonomy, which contrasted sharply
with the restrictive norms prevalent in Western cultures.

- The Samoan culture fostered an environment where boys and girls interacted
openly, leading to a more relaxed attitude toward sexuality.

Cultural Relativism and Its Implications

Mead's work emphasized the importance of cultural relativism—the idea that
one should understand a culture on its own terms rather than through the lens
of one's own culture. This perspective led to several implications:

Critique of Western Norms

Mead's findings challenged the prevailing Western notions of adolescence,
which often painted it as a tumultuous and problematic phase characterized by
rebellion and emotional distress. By highlighting the ease with which Samoan
adolescents navigated this period, Mead questioned the universality of these
Western experiences.

Impact on Gender Studies

- Mead's work became foundational in gender studies, as it illustrated how
cultural constructs shape gender roles.

- The greater sexual freedom experienced by Samoan women prompted discussions
about the implications of societal norms on gender and sexuality.

Criticism and Controversy

Despite the groundbreaking nature of Mead's research, it has not been without
criticism. Some anthropologists and scholars have raised questions about her



methodology and interpretations.

Methodological Concerns

- Subjectivity: Critics argue that Mead's personal experiences and emotional
connections with her subjects may have influenced her conclusions.

- Limited Scope: Some anthropologists contend that Mead's study was not
representative of all Samoan societies, as it focused primarily on the
experiences of a specific group.

Later Revisions and Apologies

In the decades following the publication of Coming of Age in Samoa, some of
Mead's findings were contested. Notably, anthropologist Derek Freeman
published a critique in 1983, which suggested that Mead had misrepresented
the complexities of Samoan culture. Freeman argued that:

- Samoan society was more hierarchical and restrictive than Mead portrayed.
- Mead's conclusions about adolescence were overly simplistic and did not
account for the pressures faced by Samoan youth.

In response to these critiques, some scholars have revisited Mead's work,
acknowledging both its strengths and its limitations while also emphasizing
the importance of her contributions to anthropology.

Legacy of Margaret Mead and Her Work

Margaret Mead's Coming of Age in Samoa continues to resonate in contemporary
discussions about culture, gender, and adolescence. Her work paved the way
for future anthropologists and social scientists to explore the complexities
of human behavior in varying cultural contexts.

Influence on Contemporary Anthropology

- Mead's emphasis on participant observation and immersion in cultures has
become a standard practice in anthropological research.

- Her advocacy for cultural relativism has encouraged subsequent generations
of anthropologists to approach their studies with sensitivity and openness.

Impact on Popular Culture and Feminism



- Mead's work has influenced feminist movements by providing a framework for
understanding the social construction of gender roles.

- The discussions initiated by her findings have permeated popular culture,
prompting critical examinations of how societies define and regulate
adolescence.

Conclusion

Margaret Mead Coming of Age in Samoa remains a landmark study that reshaped
the understanding of adolescence through a cultural lens. While her work has
faced criticism and scrutiny, it undeniably opened doors for new discussions
about gender, culture, and the nature of human development. Mead's ability to
question established norms and present alternative perspectives continues to
inspire anthropologists, feminists, and social scientists today, ensuring
that her legacy endures in the annals of cultural anthropology.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Margaret Mead's 'Coming
of Age in Samoa'?

The main thesis is that the experiences of adolescence are culturally
constructed, and that Samoan society provides a more relaxed and nurturing
environment for young people, leading to a smoother transition into adulthood
compared to Western societies.

How did Mead's research challenge Western views on
adolescence?

Mead's research suggested that the turmoil often associated with adolescence
in Western cultures is not a universal experience, but rather a product of
specific cultural expectations and pressures.

What methodology did Mead use in her study?

Mead used participant observation, living among the Samoan people, and
conducting interviews with adolescents to gather qualitative data about their
experiences and cultural practices.

In which year was 'Coming of Age in Samoa’
published?
The book was published in 1928.



What cultural practices did Mead observe among
Samoan adolescents?

Mead observed that Samoan adolescents engaged in more sexual freedom and had
less parental control, which contributed to a more positive coming-of-age
experience.

What impact did 'Coming of Age in Samoa' have on
anthropology?

The book significantly influenced the field of anthropology by emphasizing
the importance of culture in shaping human behavior and challenging
biological determinism.

How did Mead's findings influence feminist thought?

Mead's findings contributed to feminist thought by highlighting the
variability of gender roles across cultures, suggesting that many aspects of
womanhood are socially constructed rather than biologically determined.

What criticisms have been made regarding Mead's
work?

Critics have argued that Mead's conclusions may have oversimplified Samoan
culture and that her romanticized view of the society did not fully account
for complexities and challenges faced by adolescents.

What was the significance of the title 'Coming of
Age in Samoa'?

The title emphasizes the focus on the transition to adulthood and the
cultural rites of passage that define this process within Samoan society,
contrasting it with Western norms.

How is 'Coming of Age in Samoa' viewed in
contemporary discussions on adolescence?

In contemporary discussions, Mead's work is often referenced in debates about
the nature of adolescence, cultural influences on development, and the
ongoing relevance of her findings in understanding youth experiences today.
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