
margaret mead coming of age in samoa
margaret mead coming of age in samoa is a landmark anthropological work that has
significantly influenced the understanding of adolescence, culture, and human development.
Published in 1928, this book presents an ethnographic study conducted by Margaret Mead in the
Samoan Islands, where she explored the lives of adolescent girls and the social factors impacting
their transition to adulthood. Mead's work challenged prevailing Western assumptions about
adolescence as a universally stressful and turbulent period. This article delves into the background,
methodology, key findings, controversies, and lasting impact of Margaret Mead's coming of age in
Samoa. It also examines the book's role in shaping cultural anthropology and debates around nature
versus nurture. The following table of contents outlines the main topics covered in this
comprehensive analysis.
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Background and Context of Margaret Mead's Study
Margaret Mead's coming of age in Samoa emerged during a time when Western societies
predominantly viewed adolescence as a period marked by psychological turmoil and conflict. Mead
sought to investigate whether this experience was universal or culturally specific. The early 20th
century saw anthropology gaining momentum as a discipline, with an increased focus on
understanding human societies in diverse cultural contexts. Mead, a student of Franz Boas and Ruth
Benedict at Columbia University, was influenced by the cultural relativism approach, which argues
that behaviors and norms must be understood within their cultural setting.

The Samoan Islands were chosen for their perceived cultural distinctiveness and relative isolation,
which made them an ideal setting for cross-cultural comparison. Mead's study aimed to explore how
adolescent girls in Samoa experienced puberty, sexuality, and social roles, contrasting these findings
with the experiences of American youth. This background set the stage for a pioneering
investigation that challenged existing psychological and sociological theories.

Research Methodology and Fieldwork in Samoa
Margaret Mead's research in Samoa involved immersive ethnographic fieldwork, a hallmark of



cultural anthropology. She stayed in Samoa for approximately nine months, primarily on the island
of Ta‘ū, living among the local population and engaging in participant observation. Her methods
combined detailed interviews, direct observation, and informal conversations with adolescent girls,
their families, and community members.

Participant Observation
Mead’s approach emphasized living within the community to observe everyday life, rituals, and
social interactions. This immersive method allowed her to gather nuanced insights into Samoan
cultural practices surrounding adolescence, sexuality, and social expectations.

Interviews and Informal Conversations
Conducting interviews with young Samoan girls provided Mead with firsthand accounts of their
experiences. These discussions helped uncover cultural norms, values, and the nature of peer
relationships that shaped their coming of age.

Ethical Considerations
Although Mead’s work was groundbreaking, it reflected the ethical standards of its time, which
differ from contemporary anthropological practices. Issues such as informed consent and the
potential impact of the researcher’s presence on the community were less formally addressed.

Key Findings and Themes in Coming of Age in Samoa
Margaret Mead’s coming of age in Samoa presented several notable findings that contradicted
Western assumptions about adolescence. Her work highlighted the cultural variability in the
experience of growing up and the influence of social environment on psychological development.

Adolescent Stress and Emotional Turmoil
Mead found that Samoan adolescents experienced far less emotional turmoil and psychological
stress compared to their Western counterparts. The absence of strict social prohibitions and open
attitudes toward sexuality contributed to a smoother transition into adulthood.

Sexual Freedom and Social Norms
The study revealed that premarital sexual activity was common and socially accepted in Samoan
culture, contrasting sharply with the restrictive norms found in the West. This openness reduced the
anxiety and conflict often associated with adolescent sexuality in other societies.

Role of Family and Community
The extended family and community played a central role in the socialization process. The collective
approach to child-rearing and social responsibilities fostered a supportive environment for
adolescents, facilitating their development.



Gender Roles and Expectations
Mead documented distinct but flexible gender roles in Samoan society, with clear expectations for
behavior and responsibilities. These roles were integrated into the social fabric, guiding adolescents
toward adulthood without the rigid constraints seen in Western cultures.

Summary of Key Themes

Cultural relativity of adolescence

Influence of social environment on psychological development

Importance of community support in maturation

Variability of sexual norms across cultures

Controversies and Criticisms Surrounding the Work
Despite its influence, Margaret Mead’s coming of age in Samoa has faced significant criticism and
controversy, particularly regarding the accuracy of her findings and methodology. Some critics
argue that Mead’s interpretations were overly simplistic or biased, while others question the
reliability of her data.

Challenges by Derek Freeman
Anthropologist Derek Freeman published a critical reassessment decades later, asserting that Mead
was misled by her informants and that Samoan society was not as permissive as she described.
Freeman claimed that Mead underestimated the complexities and hardships faced by Samoan
adolescents.

Methodological Concerns
Critics have pointed out potential methodological flaws, including small sample sizes, language
barriers, and cultural misunderstandings. These issues may have contributed to inaccuracies in
Mead’s portrayal of Samoan adolescence.

Debate Over Cultural Relativism
The controversy also sparked broader debates about cultural relativism and the extent to which
anthropologists can objectively represent other cultures. The tension between respecting cultural
differences and critically analyzing social practices remains a key discussion in anthropology.



Impact on Anthropology and Cultural Studies
Margaret Mead’s coming of age in Samoa has had a profound impact on the fields of anthropology,
psychology, and cultural studies. The book helped popularize ethnographic research and brought
attention to the importance of culture in shaping human behavior.

Shaping Cultural Anthropology
Mead’s work contributed to the acceptance of cultural relativism as a foundational principle in
anthropology. It demonstrated that human development and social behavior must be understood
within specific cultural contexts rather than through universal assumptions.

Influence on Psychological Theories
The findings challenged Western psychological theories that viewed adolescence as inherently
stressful and conflict-ridden. Mead’s ethnographic evidence encouraged more nuanced approaches
that consider environmental and cultural factors.

Educational and Social Policy Implications
The book influenced educational approaches and social policies by highlighting the role of culture in
adolescent development. It encouraged more culturally sensitive frameworks in areas such as sex
education and youth services.

Legacy and Modern Relevance
Nearly a century after its publication, Margaret Mead’s coming of age in Samoa remains a seminal
text in anthropology and beyond. Its legacy is multifaceted, continuing to inspire research and
debate on culture, identity, and human development.

Ongoing Anthropological Research
Contemporary anthropologists build on Mead’s work by employing more rigorous methodologies and
ethical standards while exploring cultural diversity in adolescence and sexuality.

Reflection on Cultural Assumptions
The book encourages ongoing reflection on Western cultural assumptions about human nature,
adolescence, and social norms. It serves as a reminder of the importance of cultural context in
understanding human experiences.

Relevance to Globalized Societies
In an increasingly interconnected world, Mead’s insights underscore the need to appreciate cultural
differences and the impact of globalization on traditional practices and youth development.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Coming of Age in Samoa' by Margaret Mead about?
'Coming of Age in Samoa' is an anthropological study by Margaret Mead that explores the lives and
adolescence of Samoan girls, highlighting the cultural differences in the experience of puberty and
growing up compared to Western societies.

When was 'Coming of Age in Samoa' published?
'Coming of Age in Samoa' was first published in 1928.

Why is 'Coming of Age in Samoa' considered a significant work
in anthropology?
The book is significant because it challenged Western assumptions about adolescence,
demonstrating that cultural environment plays a crucial role in shaping human behavior and
development.

What methodology did Margaret Mead use in 'Coming of Age
in Samoa'?
Margaret Mead used participant observation and ethnographic fieldwork, living among the Samoan
people and engaging directly with her subjects to gather qualitative data.

What were some key findings in 'Coming of Age in Samoa'
regarding adolescence?
Mead found that Samoan adolescents experienced less stress and turmoil during puberty compared
to their Western counterparts due to more permissive attitudes towards sexuality and social roles.

How did Margaret Mead’s 'Coming of Age in Samoa' influence
views on human development?
The work influenced views by showing that cultural context significantly affects psychological
development, suggesting that adolescent behavior is not solely biologically determined.

Has 'Coming of Age in Samoa' faced any criticism?
Yes, some critics, notably Derek Freeman, argued that Mead’s conclusions were inaccurate or
oversimplified, claiming she misunderstood or was misled by her informants.

What impact did the criticism have on 'Coming of Age in



Samoa'?
The criticism sparked extensive debates about ethnographic accuracy, cultural interpretation, and
the reliability of fieldwork in anthropology.

Is 'Coming of Age in Samoa' still relevant today?
Yes, it remains a foundational text in anthropology and cultural studies, used to discuss the interplay
of culture, biology, and human development.

Where can one read 'Coming of Age in Samoa'?
'Coming of Age in Samoa' is widely available in libraries, bookstores, and online platforms in both
print and digital formats.

Additional Resources
1. Coming of Age in Samoa: A Psychological Study of Primitive Youth for Western Civilisation
Margaret Mead’s groundbreaking work explores the adolescent experience in Samoan society,
contrasting it with that of Western youth. Through immersive fieldwork, Mead argues that cultural
environment plays a significant role in shaping personality and behavior. The book challenges
prevailing Western assumptions about adolescence, suggesting that many issues attributed to
biological factors are culturally constructed.

2. Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies
In this study, Mead examines gender roles and personality traits in three different societies,
including Samoa. She investigates how culture influences the development of sex-specific behaviors,
offering a comparative analysis that questions Western norms. The book is foundational in
anthropology and gender studies, emphasizing cultural relativity.

3. Margaret Mead: A Life
This biography provides a comprehensive look at Mead’s life, including her work in Samoa. It delves
into her methodologies, personal experiences, and the impact of her research on anthropology and
popular culture. Readers gain insight into the controversies and legacy surrounding her findings.

4. Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter
This collection of essays explores the relationship between anthropological research and colonial
contexts, with references to Mead’s work in Samoa. It critically examines how colonial power
dynamics influenced ethnographic studies and interpretations. The book offers a nuanced
perspective on the ethical and political dimensions of fieldwork.

5. The Mead-Freeman Controversy: Coming of Age in Samoa Revisited
This book revisits Mead’s original conclusions by re-examining her data and subsequent critiques,
particularly those by Derek Freeman. It presents arguments for and against Mead’s portrayal of
Samoan adolescence, highlighting the complexities of anthropological interpretation. The volume
encourages critical thinking about ethnographic authority and cultural representation.

6. Cultural Anthropology: A Perspective on the Human Condition
A widely used textbook that includes discussion of Mead’s research in Samoa as a key example of



cultural influence on human development. It contextualizes her findings within broader
anthropological theories and contemporary debates. The book is accessible for students and general
readers interested in human diversity.

7. Fieldwork Is Not What You Think: Learning Anthropology’s Method in a Time of Transition
This work discusses the evolving nature of anthropological fieldwork, referencing Mead’s immersive
approach in Samoa. It reflects on the challenges and ethical considerations faced by anthropologists
conducting research in different cultural settings. Readers gain a modern perspective on
ethnographic methods.

8. Rethinking Margaret Mead: Culture and Consciousness
An analytical text that revisits Mead’s theories on culture and personality, incorporating newer
research and critiques. It explores how Mead’s work on Samoan adolescence contributed to
understandings of consciousness and identity formation. The book bridges historical scholarship
with contemporary anthropological thought.

9. Anthropology’s Legacy: The Contested Contributions of Margaret Mead
This volume assesses Mead’s influence on anthropology and public discourse, focusing on the
debates sparked by Coming of Age in Samoa. It highlights the methodological innovations and
controversies that define her legacy. The book serves as a resource for understanding the impact of
anthropological research on society.
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