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FOREWORD

MODERN descriptions of primitive people give us a
picture of their culture classified according to the varied
aspects of human life. We learn about inventions,
household economy, family and political organisation,
and religious beliefs and practices. Through a com-
parative study of these data and through information
that tells us of their growth and development, we
endeavour to reconstruct, as well as may be, the history
of each particular culture. Some anthropologists even
hope that the comparative study will reveal some tend-
encies of development that recur so often that signifi-
cant generalisations regarding the processes of cultural
growth will be discovered.

To the lay reader these studies are interesting on
account of the strangeness of the scene, the peculiar
attitudes characteristic of foreign cultures that set off
in strong light our own achievements and behaviour. .

However, a systematic description of human activi-
ties gives us very little insight into the mental attitudes
of the individual. His thoughts and actions appear
merely as expressions of rigidly defined cultural forms.
We learn little about his rational thinking, about his
friendships and conflicts with his fellowmen. The per-
sonal side of the life of the individual is almost elim-
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FOREWORD |

inated in the systematic presentation of the cultural life
of the people. The picture is standardised, like a col-
lection of laws that tell us how we should behave, and
not how we behave; like rules set down defining the
style of art, but not the way in which the artist elab-
orates his ideas of beauty; like a list of inventions, and
not the way in which the individual overcomes tech-
nical difficulties that present themselves.

And yet the way in which the personality reacts to
culture is a matter that should concern us deeply and
that makes the studies of foreign cultures a fruitful
and useful field of research. We are accustomed to
consider all those actions that are part and parcel of our
own culture, standards which we follow automatically,
as common to all mankind. They are deeply ingrained
in our behaviour. We are moulded in their forms so
that we cannot think but that they must be valid every-
where.

Courtesy, modesty, good manners, conformity to
definite ethical standards are universal, but what con-
stitutes courtesy, modesty, good manners, and ethical
standards is not universal. It is instructive to know
that standards differ in the most unexpected ways. It
is still more important to know how the individual
reacts to these standards.

In our own civilisation the individual is beset with
difficulties which we are likely to ascribe to fundamental
human traits. When we speak about the difficulties of
childhood and of adolescence, we are thinking of them

[xiv]



FOREWORD
as unavoidable periods of adjustment through which
every one has to pass. The whole psycho-analytic ap-
proach is largely based on this supposition.

The anthropologist doubts the correctness of these
views, but up to this time hardly any one has taken the
pains to identify himself sufficiently with a primitive
population to obtain an insight into these problems.
We feel, therefore, grateful to Miss Mead for having
undertaken to identify herself so completely with
Samoan youth that she gives us a lucid and clear pic-
ture of the joys and difficulties encountered by the
young individual in a culture so entirely different from
our own. The results of her painstaking investigation
confirm the suspicion long held by anthropologists, that
much of what we ascribe to human nature is no more
than a reaction to the restraints put upon us by our
civilisation.

Franz Boas.
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e
INTRODUCTION

DURING the last hundred years parents and teachers
have ceased to take childhood and adolescence for
granted. They have attempted to fit education to the
needs of the child, rather than to press the child into an
inflexible educational mould. To this new task they
have been spurred by two forces, the growth of the
science of psychology, and the difficulties and malad-
justments of youth. Psychology suggested that much
might be gained by a knowledge of the way in which
children developed, of the stages through which they
passed, of what the adult world might reasonably expect
of the baby of two months or the child of two years.
And the fulminations of the pulpit, the loudly voiced
laments of the conservative social philosopher, the rec-
ords of juvenile courts and social agencies all suggested
that something must be done with the period which
science had named adolescence. The spectacle of a

younger generation diverging ever more widely from

the standards and ideals of the past, cut adrift without

. the anchorage of respected home standards or group

religious values, terrified the cautious reactionary,
tempted the radical propagandist to missionary crusades
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COMING OF AGE IN SAMOA

among the defenceless youth, and worried the least
thoughtful among us.

In American cvilisation, with its many immigrant
strains, its dozens of conflicting standards of conduct,
its hundreds of religious sects, its shifting economic con-
ditions, this unsettled, disturbed status of youth was
more apparent than in the older, more settled civilisa-
tion of Europe. American conditions challenged the
psychologist, the educator, the social philosopher, to
offer acceptable explanations of the growing children’s
plight. As to-day in post-war Germany, where the
younger generation has even more difficult adjustments
to make than have our own children, a great mass of
theorising about adolescence is flooding the book shops;
so the psychologist in America tried to account for the
restlessness of youth. The result was works like that of
Stanley Hall on “Adolescence,” which ascribed to the
period through which the children were passing, the
causes of their conflict and distress. Adolescence was
characterised as the period in which idealism flowered
and rebellion against authority waxed strong, a period
during which difficulties and conflicts were absolutely
inevitable.

The careful child psychologist who relied upon ex-
periment for his conclusions did not subscribe to these
theories. He said, “We have no data. We know only
a little about the first few months of a child’s life. We
are only just learning when a baby’s eyes will first
follow a light. How can we give' definite answers to

[2]



INTRODUCTION

questions of how a developed personality, about which
we know nothing, will respond to religion?” But the
" negative cautions of science are never popular. If the
experimentalist would not commit himself, the social
philosopher, the preacher and the pedagogue tried the
harder to give a short-cut answer. They observed the
behaviour of adolescents in our society, noted down the
omnipresent and obvious symptoms of unrest, and an-
nounced these as characteristics of the period. Mothers
were warned that “daughters in their teens” present
special problems. This, said the theorists, is a difficult
period. The physical changes which are going on in the
bodies of your boys and girls have their definite psy-
chological accompaniments. You can no more evade
one than you can the other; as your daughter’s body
changes from the body of a child to the body of a
woman, so inevitably will her spirit change, and that
stormily. The theorists looked about them again at
the adolescents in our civilisation and repeated with
great conviction, “Yes, stormily.” :

Such a view, though unsanctioned by the cautious
experimentalist, gained wide currency, influenced our
educational policy, paralysed our parental efforts. Just
as the mother must brace herself against the baby’s
crying when it cuts its first tooth, so she must fortify
herself and bear with what equanimity she might the
unlovely, turbulent manifestations of the “awkward
age.” If there was nothing to blame the child for,
neither was there'any programme except endurance

(3]

TREER R R




COMING OF AGE IN SAMOA

which might be urged upon the teacher. The theorist
continued to observe the behaviour of American ado-
lescents and each year lent new justification to his hy-
pothesis, as the difficulties of youth were illustrated
and documented in the records of schools and juvenile
courts.

But meanwhile another way of studying human de-
velopment had been gaining ground, the approach of
the anthropologist, the student of man in all of his
most diverse social settings. The anthropologist, as he
pondered his growing body of material upon the cus-
toms of primitive people, grew to realise the tremen-
dous rdle played in an individual’s life by the social
environment in which each is born and reared. One
by one, aspects of behaviour which we had been accus-
tomed to consider invariable complements of our hu-
manity were found to be merely a result of civilisation,
present in the inhabitants of one country, absent in an-
other country, and this without a change of race. He
learned that neither race nor common humanity can be
held responsible for many of the forms which even
such basic human emotions as love and fear and anger
i take under different social conditions.

So the anthropologist, arguing from his observations
of the behaviour of adult human beings in other civi-
lisations, reaches many of the same conclusions which
the behaviourist reaches in his work upon human babies

e who have as yet no civilisation to shape their malleable
' humanity.
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5 INTRODUCTION

With such an attitude towards human nature the
anthropologist listened to the current comment upon
adolescence. He heard attitudes which seemed to him
dependent upon social environment—such as rebellion
against authority, philosophical perplexities, the flower-
ing of idealism, conflict and struggle—ascribed to a
period of physical development. And on the basis of
his knowledge of the determinism of culture, of the
plasticity of human beings, he doubted. Were these
difficulties due to being adolescent or to being adoles-
cent in America?

For the biologist who doubts an old hypothesis or
wishes to test out a new one, there is the biological
laboratory. There, under conditions over which he can
exercise the most rigid control, he can vary the light,
the air, the food, which his plants or his animals re-
ceive, from the moment of birth throughout their life-
time. Keeping all the conditions but one constant, he
can make accurate measurement of the effect of the
one. 'This is the ideal method of science, the method
of the controlled experiment, through which all hy-
potheses may be submitted to a strict objective test.

Even the student of infant psychology can only par-
tially reproduce these ideal laboratory conditions. He
cannot control the pre-natal environment of the child
whom he will later subject to objective measurement.
He can, however, control the early environment of the
child, the first few days of its existence, and decide
what sounds and sights and smells and tastes are to

N [5]
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impinge upon it. But for the student of the adoles-
cent there is no such simplicity of working conditions.
What we wish to test is no less than the effect of civili-
sation upon a developing human being at the age of
puberty. To test it most rigorously we would have to
construct various sorts of different civilisations and sub-
ject large numbers of adolescent children to these dif-
ferent environments. We would list the influences the
effects of which we wished to study. If we wished to
study the influence of the size of the family, we would
construct a series of civilisations alike in every respect
except in family organisation. Then if we found dif-
ferences in the behaviour of our adolescents we could
say with assurance that size of family had caused the
difference, that, for instance, the only child had a more
troubled adolescence than the child who was a member
of a large family. And so we might proceed through
a dozen possible situations—early or late sex knowl-
edge, early or late sex-experience, pressure towards pre-
cocious development, discouragement of precocious de-
velopment, segregation of the sexes or coeducation
from infancy, division of labour between the sexes or
common tasks for both, pressure to make religious
choices young or the lack of such pressure. We would
vary one factor, while the others remained quite con-
stant, and analyse which, if any, of the aspects of our
civilisation were responsible for the difficulties of our
children at adolescence. '
Unfortunately, such ideal methods of experiment

(6l
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INTRODUCTION -

are denied to us when our materials are humanity and
the whole fabric of a social order. The test colony of
Herodotus, in which babies were to be isolated and the
results recorded, is not a possible approach. - Neither
is the method of selecting from our own civilisation
groups of children who meet one requirement or ari-
other. Such a method would be to select five hundred
adolescents from small families and five hundred from
. large families, and try to discover which had experi-
enced the greatest difficulties of adjustment at adoles-
cence. But we could not know what were the other
influences brought to bear upon these children, what
effect their knowledge of sex or their neighbourhood
environment may have had upon their adolescent de-
velopment. ;
What method then is open to us who wish to con-
duct a human experiment but who lack the power either
to construct the experimental conditions or to find con-
trolled -examples of those conditions here and there
throughout our own civilisation? The only method is
that of the anthropologist, to go to a different civilisa-
tion and make a study of human beings under different
cultural conditions in some other part of the world.
For such studies the anthropologist chooses quite sim-
ple peoples, primitive peoples, whose society has never
attained the complexity of our own. In this choice of
- primitive peoples like the Eskimo, the Australian, the
South Sea islander, or the Pueblo Indian, the anthro-
pologist is guided by the knowledge that the analysis

[7]



