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Preface 1973 Edition  

THIS BOOK is a record of my first field trip, work done when I was twenty-three 

years old, almost fifty years ago. Between the time that I sailed from Pago Pago in 

1926 to return to the Western world and try to set down what I had learned and 

November 1971, when I stepped off a plane in a blaze of TV lights, the world had 

gone through enormous changes. The young people who will read this book have 

lived their lives on the other side of the generation gap; the little girls whom I studied 

are buxom grandmothers still dancing lightfooted as Samoan matrons do. The young 

Samoans in universities throughout the United States often find this account of how 

their ancestresses lived as embarrassing as all of us find the clothes our mothers wore 

when we were young. And I, instead of being a dutiful granddaughter writing letters 

home so that my grandmother might experience some of the Samoan joy in life, am 

now a grandmother delighting in a dancing grandchild.  

This is the fourth time that I have written a preface to a different edition of this book, 

published originally in 1928. Each one was dated carefully, 1939, 1949, 1953, 1961. 

In each preface I discussed how long ago the book was written and how different the 

world of readers was for whom it would again be published. But in the contemporary 

world I find that readers pay little attention to dates, and some even read this account 

of a bygone style of life as if it were, indeed, an account of life in the more bustling 

and vastly more complicated Samoa of today, and fail to take account of the 

differences. Others read my strictures on the way in which Americans are_ brought 

up--denied all firsthand knowledge of birth and love and death, harried by a society 

which will not let adolescents grow up at their own pace, imprisoned,in the small, 

fragile, nuclear family from which there is no escape and in which there is little 

security--and think that I am indeed writing for today's world, so little have we altered 

the way in which young people are reared. It seems more than ever necessary to 

stress, shout as loud as I can, this is about the Samoa and the United States of 1926--

1928. When  you read it, remember this. Do not confuse yourselves and the Samoan 

people by expecting to find life in the Manu'an Islands of American Samoa as I found 

it. Remember that it is your grandparents and great-grandparents I am writing about 

when they were young and carefree in Samoa or plagued by our expectations from 

adolescents in the United States.  

Some young critics have even asked me when am I going to revise this book and look 

unbelieving and angry when I say that to revise it would be impossible. It must 

remain, as all anthropological works must remain, exactly as it was written, true to 

what I saw in Samoa and what I was able to convey of what I saw; true to the state of 

our knowledge of human behavior as it was in the mid-1920's; true to our hopes and 

fears for the future of the world. I can write new prefaces as I am doing now. I can 

stress how little we knew then, before film and tape and elaborate methods of 

recording human behavior were available to fieldworkers. I can emphasize that this 

was the first piece of anthropological fieldwork which was written without the 
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paraphernalia of scholarship designed to mystify the lay reader and confound one's 

colleagues. It seemed to me then--and it still does-that if our studies of the way of life 

of other peoples are to be meaningful to the peoples of the industrialized world, they 

must be written for them and not wrapped up in technical jargon for specialists. As 

this book was about adolescents, I tried to couch it in language that would-be 

communicative to those who had most to do with adolescents-- teachers, parents, and 

soon-to-be parents. I did not write it as a popular book, but only with the hope that it 

would be intelligible to those who might make the best use of its theme, that 

adolescence need not be the time of stress and strain which Western society made it; 

that growing up could be freer and easier and less complicated; and also that there 

were prices to pay for the very lack of complication I found in Samoa-less intensity, 

less individuality, less involvement with life.  

When this book was written, the very idea of culture was new to the literate world. 

The idea that our every thought and movement was a product not of race, not of 

instinct, but derived from the society within which an individual was reared, was new 

and unfamiliar. In earlier prefaces I have stressed why I did this and have written as if 

culture were becoming better understood today. But the renascence of racism among 

some scientists and the pleas for a harsh, manipulative behavioralism among some 

psychologists make me wonder whether the modern world understands much more 

about the significance of culture--the interplay between individual endowment and 

cultural style, the limits set by biology and the way in which human imagination can 

transcend those limits--than was known in 1928. So I do not apologize for the 

emphasis. Although it seemed hopefully less appropriate in 1949, in the Year of Our 

Lord 1972 it is still, alas, very necessary, when learned behavior is either attributed to 

race or skin color or sex, and psychologists dream of substituting conditioning for 

cultural transmission, just as the crudest behaviorists did in the 1920's and the apostles 

of despair do when told that our planet is in danger and we must take steps to save it, 

retreating into elaborate and sophisticated nonsense which can be summed up in the 

words of itinerant lecturers in the Chautauqua tents of 1916, insisting raucously that 

"you can't change human nature." I wrote this book as a contribution to our 

knowledge of how much human character and human capacities and human well-

being of young people depend on What they learn and on the social arrangements of 

the society within which they are born and reared. This is still something that we need 

to know if we are to change our present social institutions in time to prevent disaster. 

In 1928, the disaster we faced was a coming war; in 1949 the disaster, was a possible 

worldwide nuclear war; today there is also the environmental, technical, and 

population crisis which threatens our existence. The usefulness of this account of how 

life could be, on one small group of faraway islands, is still, and perhaps more 

urgently, relevant.  

But there are two things about the original book which need comment. One is my 

expectation that Samoan life would change even more than it has. I feared that the 

grace and zest and gaiety of the Samoans, carried only by them as a people, without 

the kind of art and literature and architecture which has left us something of Greece 

and Egypt after their civilizations were gone, would disappear altogether, transmuted 

beyond recognition by the diffusion of Euro-American culture around the world. The 

other is my failure to include Samoan young people themselves as possible readers 

and so address the book to them also, as well as to the readers of the Western world. 

These two miscalculations are linked. Samoans were very literate--in Samoan --in 
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1928, but only a very few of them read English, and only a very few English-speaking 

people could read Samoan. I protected the identity of my informants and of the big 

girls and the little girls whom I was studying, carefully changing their names, 

occasionally giving one person two names or two identities, so that no one would ever 

embarrass them by quoting what I said about them. These protective devices were so 

thorough that later fieldworkers have been unable to decode them and, baffled, have 

even accused me of falsification. I did not include Samoan young people as possible 

readers for two reasons, one because those about whom I wrote, although they 

themselves wrote letters in Samoan, read no books, and second, because I was 

discussing their own lives, lives which they themselves were living. I did not have to 

tell them what life was like in the villages Of Manu'a; the young Manu'ans knew. And 

I was writing then for the contemporary world, not for fifty years hence. And I did not 

knew then, could not know then, how extraordinarily persistent Samoan culture would 

prove, and how fifty years later the grace that I had attempted to record as something 

that was surely going to vanish would still be there. I could not have prophesied that 

forty-seven years later there would be over 20,000 American Samoans living in the 

United States; that an American Samoan would be chosen for a first experiment in a 

new kind of educational TV; that there would be a community college on Tutuila, and 

yet that I would be greeted on my arrival with flower leis even more beautiful than the 

garlands of 1928, and farewelled with shell garlands--as botanical objects are 

forbidden on airplanes-and a plastic bag to carry them in when the plane touched 

down. In the years between I met many Samoans who came to the United States; I 

saw how effortlessly they put on and put off American clothes, American speech, and 

American manners, without losing their Samoan distinctiveness. But I had to return to 

Samoa, to a Samoa hopeful and optimistic and exuberant, a Samoa which made my 

return into a festival where ceremonies which very few living people had ever seen 

were brought out for the occasion to solve a typical Samoan problem how to arrange 

precedence as between their governor, John Haydon, to whom they were devoted, and 

"Makelita," returning after so many years, returning to dedicate the new museum and 

participate in the opening of the first power plant in Manu'a.  

In the changed climate of opinion of the post- World War II world, where identity is 

being sought and kept by thousands of small, recently pro-literate and exotic peoples, 

the Samoans are taking a proud place, a place so proud and happy that they are 

overflowing their small islands, and what Westernization threatened before 

overpopulation threatens today. If so many Samoans are born now, there may be no 

room for those who might have been born later. But today they dance with unabated 

delight in life.  

Inevitably, young Samoans who read this book will feel somehow not included, 

because this account of young people two generations ago was written about them, 

but not for them, as I would write such a book today. But to the students who have the 

strange experience of having a book about how their ancestors lived on the reading 

lists of their introductory courses at Cornell or the University of Hawaii, I can only 

say that neither their grandmothers nor I guessed where we would be today.  

The appendices remain impersonal, cast in the mold of a technical book. For the 

scholarly reader, there is a new edition ( 1969) of The Social Organization of Manu'a, 

published by the Bishop Museum in Honolulu, revised in the light of contemporary 

ethnographic theory. But in this book, all persons are living persons as they were 
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known to me and to their friends and relatives, human in their lives and loves, and I 

hope their grandchildren's generation will find this to ring true.  

MARGARET MEAD  

The American Museum of Natural History New York June 26, 1972  

1 

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 maladjustments 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 records of juvenile 

courts and social agenciesall 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 

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

In American civilisation, with its many immigrant strains, its dozens of conflicting 

standards of conduct, its hundreds of religious sects, its shifting economic conditions, 

this unsettled, disturbed status, of youth was more apparent than in the older, more 

settled civilisation 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 experiment 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 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 announced 
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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 psychological 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 which might be urged upon the 

teacher. The theorist continued to observe the behaviour of American adolescents and 

each year lent new justification to his hypothesis, as the difficulties of youth were 

illustrated and documented in the records of schools and juvenile courts.  

But meanwhile another way of studying human development 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 customs of primitive people, grew to realise the tremendous role 

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 accustomed to consider 

invariable complements of our humanity were found to be merely a result of 

civilisation, present in the inhahitants of one country, absent in another 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 take under different social conditions.  

So the anthropologist, arguing from his observations of the behaviour of adult human 

beings in other civilisations, reaches many of the same conclusions which the 

behaviourist reaches in his work upon human babies who have as yet no civilisation to 

shape their malleable humanity.  

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 

flowering 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 adolescent 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 receive, from the moment of birth throughout their lifetime. Keeping all the 

conditions but one constant, he can make accurate measurement of the effect of the 
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one. This is the ideal method of science, the method of the controlled experiment, 

through which all hypotheses may be submitted to a strict objective test.  

Even the student of infant psychology can only partially reproduce these ideal 

laboratory conditions. He cannot control the pre-natal environment of the child whom 

he will later subjeer 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 impinge upon it. But for the student of the 

adolescent there is no such simplicity of working conditions. What we wish to test is 

no less than the effect of civilisation 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 subject large numbers of adolescent children to these 

different 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 differences 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 knowledge, early or late sex-experience, pressure towards precocious 

development, discouragement of precocious development, 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, constant, 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 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 another. 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 experienced the greatest difficulties of adjustment at adolescence. 

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 development.  

What method then is open to us who wish to conduct a human experiment but who 

lack the power either to construct the experimental conditions or to find controlled 

examples of those conditions here and there throughout our own civilisation? The 

only method is that of the anthropologist, to go to a different civilisation 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 simple 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 anthropologist is guided by the knowledge that the analysis of a 

simpler civilisation is more possible of attainment.  
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In complicated civilisations like those of Europe, or the higher civilisations of the 

East, years of study are necessary before the student can begin to understand the 

forces at work within them. A study of the French family alone would involve a 

preliminary study of French history, of French law, of the Catholic and Protestant 

attitudes towards sex ann personal relations. A primitive people without a written 

language present a much tess elaborate problem and a trained student can master the 

fundamental structure of a primitive society in a few months.  

Furthermore, we do not choose a simple peasant community in Europe or an isolated, 

group of mountain whites in the American South, for these people's ways of life, 

though simple, belong essentially to the historical tradition to which the complex parts 

of European or American civilisation belong. Instead, we choose primitive groups 

who have had thousands of years of historical development along completely different 

lines from our own, whose language does not possess our Indo-European categories, 

whose religious ideas are of a different nature, whose social organisation is not only 

simpler but very different from our own. From these contrasts, which are vivid 

enough to startle, and enlighten those accustomed to our own way of life and simple 

enough to be grasped quickly, it is possible to learn many things about the effect of a 

civilisation upon the individuals within it.  

So, in order to investigate the particular problem, I chose to go not to Germany or to 

Russia, but to Samoa, a South Sea island about thirteen degrees from the Equator, 

inhabited by a brown Polynesian people. Because I was a woman and could hope for 

greater intimacy in working with girls rather than with boys, and because owing to a 

paucity of women ethnologists our knowledge of primitive girls is far slighter than 

our knowledge of boys, I chose to concentrate upon the adolescent girl in Samoa.  

But in concentrating, I did something very different from what I would do if I 

concentrated upon a study of the adolescent girl in Kokomo, Indiana. In such a study, 

I would go right to the crux of the problem; I would not have to linger long over the 

Indiana language, the table manners or sleeping habits of my subjects, or make an 

exhaustive study of how they learned to dress thmeselves, to use the telephone, or 

what the concept of conscience meant in Kokomo. All these things are the general 

fabric of American life, known to me as investigator, known to you as readers.  

But with this new experiment on the primitive adolescent girl the matter was quite 

otherwise. She spoke a language the very sounds of which were strange, a language in 

which nouns became verbs and verbs nouns in the most sleight-of-hand fashion. All 

of her habits of life were different. She sat crosslegged on the ground, and to sit upon 

a chair made her stiff and miserable. She ate with her fingers from a woven plate; she 

slept upon the floor. Her house was a mere circle of pillars, roofed by a cone of 

thatch, carpeted with water-worn coral fragments. Her whole material environment 

was different. Cocoanut palm, breadfruit, and mango trees swayed above her village, 

She had never seen a horse, knew no animals except the pig, dog and rat. Her food 

was taro, breadfruit and bananas, fish and wild pigeon and half-roasted pork, and land 

crabs. And just as it was necessary to understand this physical environment, this 

routine of life which was so different from ours, so her social environment in its 

attitudes towards children, towards sex, towards personality, presented as strong a 

contrast to the social environment of the American girl.  
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I concentrated upon the girls of the community. I spent the greater part of my time 

with them. I studied most closely the households in which adolescent girls lived. I 

spent more time in the games of children than in the councils of their elders. Speaking 

their language, eating their food, sitting barefoot and cross-legged upon the pebbly 

floor, I did my best to minimise the differences between us and to learn to know and 

understand all the girls of three little villages on the coast of the little island of Tau, in 

the Manu'a Archipelago.  

Through the nine months which I spent in Samoa, I gathered many detailed facts 

about these girls, the size of their 'families, the position and wealth of their parents, 

the number of their-brothers and sisters, the amount of sex experience which they had 

had. All of these routine facts are summarised in table in the appendix. They are only 

the barest skeleton, hardly the raw materials for a study of family situations and sex 

relations, standards of friendship, of loyalty, of personal responsibility, all those 

impalpable storm centres of disturbantes in the lives of our adolescent girls. And 

because these less measurable parts of their-lives were so similar, because one girl's 

life was so much like another's, in an uncomplex, uniform culture like Samoa, I feel 

justified in generalising although i studied only fifty girls in three small neighbouring 

villages.  

In the following chapters I have described the lives of these girls, the lives of their 

younger sisters who will soon be adolescent, of their brothers with whom a strict 

taboo forbids them to speak, of their older sisters who have left puberty behind them, 

of their elders, the mothers and fathers whose attitudes towards life determine the 

attitudes of their children. And through this description I have tried to answer the 

question which sent me to Samoa: Are the disturbances which vex our adolescents 

due to the nature of adolescence itself or to the civilisation? Under different 

conditions does adolescence present a different picture?  

Also, by the nature of the problem, because of the unfamiliarity of this simple life on 

a small Pacific island, I have had to give a picture of the whole social life of Samoa, 

the details being selected always with a view to illuminating the problem of 

adolescence. Matters of political organisation which neither interest nor influence the 

young girl are not included. Minutiæ of relationship systems or ancestor cults, 

genealogies and mythology, which are of interest only to the specialist, will be 

published in another place. But I have tried to present to the reader the Samoan girl in 

her social setting, to describe the course of her life from birth until death, the 

problems she will have to solve, the values which will guide her in her solutions, the 

pains and pleasures of her human lot cast on a South Sea island.  

Such a description seeks to do more than illuminate this particular problem. It should 

also give the reader some conception of a different and contrasting civilisation, 

another way of life, which other members of the human race have found satisfactory 

and gracious. We know that our subtlest perceptions, our highest values, are all based 

upon contrast; that light without darkness or beauty without ugliness would lose the 

qualities which they now appear to us to have. And similarly if we would appreciate 

our own civilisation, this elaborate pattern of life which we have made for ourselves 

as a people and which we are at such pains to pass on to our children, we must set our 

civilisation over against other very different ones. The traveller in Europe returns to 

America, sensitive to nuances in his own manners and philosophies which have 
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hitherto gone unremarked, yet Europe and America are parts of one civilisation. It is 

with variations within one great pattern that the student of Europe to-day or the 

student of our own history sharpens his sense of appreciation. But if we step outside 

the stream of Indo-European culture, the appreciation which we can accord our 

civilisation is even more enhanced. Here in remote parts of the world, under historical 

conditions very different from those which made Greece and Rome flourish and fall, 

groups of human beings have worked out patterns of life so different from our own 

that we cannot venture any guess that they would ever have arrived at our solutions. 

Each primitive people has selected one set of human gifts, one set of human values, 

and fashioned for themselves an art, a social organisation, a religion, which is their 

unique contribution to the history of the human spirit.  

Samoa is only one of these diverse and gracious patterns, but as the traveller who has 

been once from home is wiser than he who has never left his own door step, so a 

knowledge of one other culture should sharpen our ability to scrutinise more steadily, 

to appreciate more lovingly, our own.  

And, because of the particular problem which we set out to answer, this tale of 

another way of life is mainly concerned with education, with the process by which the 

baby, arrived cultureless upon the human scene, becomes a full-fledged adult member 

of his or her society. The strongest light will fall upon the ways in which Samoan 

education, in its broadest sense, differs from our own. And from this contrast we may 

be able to turn, made newly and vividly self-conscious and self-critical, to judge anew 

and perhaps fashion differently the education we give our children.  

APPENDIX II METHODOLOGY OF THIS STUDY  

 

It is impossible to present a single and unified picture of the adolescent girl in Samoa 

and at the same time to answer most satisfactorily the various kinds of questions 

which such a study will be expected to answer. For the ethnologist in search of data 

upon the usages and rites connected with adolescence it is necessary to include 

descriptions of customs which have fallen into partial decay under the impact of 

western propaganda and foreign example. Traditional observances and attitudes are 

also important in the study of the adolescent girl in present-day Samoa because they 

still form a large part of the thought pattern of her parents, even if they are no longer 

given concrete expression in the girl's cultural life. But this double necessity of 

describing not only the present environment and the girl's reaction to it, but also of 

interpolating occasionally some description of the more rigid cultural milieu of her 

mother's girlhood, mars to some extent the unity of the study.  

 

The detailed observations were all made upon a group of girls living in three 

practically contiguous villages on one coast of the island of Taū. The data upon the 

ceremonial usages surrounding birth, adolescence and marriage were gathered from 

all of the seven villages in the Manu'a Archipelago.  

 

The method of approach is based upon the assumption that a detailed intensive 

investigation will be of more value than a more diffused and general study based upon 

a less accurate knowledge of a greater number of individuals. Dr. Van Waters' study 

of The Adolescent Girl Among Primitive Peoples has exhausted the possibilities of an 

investigation based upon the merely external observations of the ethnologist who is 
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giving a standardised description of a primitive culture. We have a huge mass of 

general descriptive material without the detailed observations and the individual cases 

in the light of which it would be possible to interpret it.  

 

The writer therefore chose to work in one small locality, in a group numbering only 

six hundred people, and spent six months accumulating an intimate and detailed 

knowledge of all the adolescent girls in this community. As there were only sixty-

eight girls between the ages of nine and twenty, quantitative statements are practically 

valueless for obvious reasons: the probable error of the group is too large; the age 

classes are too small, etc. The only point at which quantitative statements can have 

any relevance is in regard to the variability within the group, as the smaller the 

variability within the sample, the greater the general validity of the results.  

 

Furthermore, the type of data which we needed is not of the sort which lends itself 

readily to quantitative treatment. The reaction of the girl to her stepmother, to 

relatives acting as foster parents, to her younger sister, or to her older brother,--these 

are incommensurable in quantitative terms. As the physician and the psychiatrist have 

found it necessary to describe each case separately and to use their cases as 

illumination of a thesis rather than as irrefutable proof such as it is possible to adduce 

in the physical sciences, so the student of the more intangible and psychological 

aspects of human behaviour is forced to illuminate rather than demonstrate a thesis. 

The composition of the background against which the girl acts can be described in 

accurate and general terms, but her reactions are a function of her own personality and 

cannot be described without reference to it. The generalisations are based upon a 

careful and detailed observation of a small group of subjects. These results will be 

illuminated and illustrated by case histories.  

 

The conclusions are also all subject to the limitation of the personal equation. They 

are the judgments of one individual upon a mass of data, many of the most significant 

aspects of which can, by their, very nature, be known only to herself. This was 

inevitable and it can only be claimed in extenuation that as the personal equation was 

held absolutely constant, the different parts of the data are strictly commensurable. 

The judgment on the reaction of Lola to her uncle and of Sona to her cousin are made 

on exactly the same basis.  

 

Another methodological device which possibly needs explanation is the substitution 

of a cross sectional study for a linear one. Twentyeight children who as yet showed no 

signs of puberty, fourteen children who would probably mature within the next year 

or year and a half, and twenty-five girls who had passed puberty within the last four 

years but were not yet classed by the community as adults, were studied in detail. 

Less intensive observations were also made upon the very little children and the 

young married women. This method of taking cross sections, samples of individuals 

at different periods of physical development, and arguing that a group in an earlier 

stage will later show the characteristics which appear in another group at a later stage, 

is, of course inferior to a linear study in which the same group is under observation 

for a number of years. A very large number of cases has usually been the only 

acceptable defence of such a procedure. The number of cases included in this 

investigation, while very small in comparison with the numbers mustered by any 

student of American children, is nevertheless a fair-sized sample in terms of the very 

small population of Samoa (a rough eight thousand in all four islands of American 
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Samoa) and because the only selection was geographical. It may further be argued 

that the almost drastic character of the conclusions, the exceedingly few exceptions 

which need to be made, further validate the size of the sample. The adoption of the 

cross section method was, of course, a matter of expediency, but the results when 

carefully derived from a fair sample, may be fairly compared with the results obtained 

by using the linear method, when the same subjects are under observation over a 

period of years. This is true when the conclusions to be drawn are general and not 

individual. For the purposes of psychological theory, it is sufficient to know that 

children in a certain society walk, on the average, at twelve months, and talk, on the 

average, at fifteen months. For the purposes of the diagnostician, it is necessary to 

know that John walked at eighteen months and did not talk until twenty months. So, 

for general theoretical purposes, it is enough to state that little girls just past puberty 

develop a shyness and lack of self-possession in the presence of boys, but if we are to 

understand the delinquency of Mala, it is necessary to know that she prefers the 

company of boys to that of girls and has done so for several years.  

 

Particular Methods Used  

The description of the cultural background was obtained in orthodox fashion, first 

through interviews with carefully chosen informants, followed by checking up their 

statement with other informants and by the use of many examples and test cases. With 

a few unimportant exceptions this material was obtained in the Samoan language and 

not through the medium of interpreters. All of the work with individuals was done in 

the native language, as there were no young people on the island who spoke English.  

 

Although a knowledge of the entire culture was essential for the accurate evaluation 

of any particular individual's behaviour, a detailed description will be given only of 

those aspects of the culture which are immediately relevant to the problem of the 

adolescentgirl. For example, if I observe Pele refuse point blank to carry a message to 

the house of a relative, it is important to know whether she is actuated by 

stubbornness, dislike of the relative, fear of the dark, or fear of the ghost which lives 

near by and has a habit of jumping on people's backs. But to the reader a detailed 

exposition of the names and habits of all the local ghost population would be of little 

assistance in the appreciation of the main problem. So all descriptions of the culture 

which are not immediately relevant are omitted from the discussion but were not 

omitted from the original investigation. Their irrelevancy has, therefore, been 

definitely ascertained.  

 

The knowledge of the general cultural pattern was supplemented by a detailed study 

of the social structure of the three villages under consideration. Each household was. 

analysed from the standpoint of rank, wealth, location, contiguity to other households, 

relationship to other households, and the age, sex, relationship, marital status, number 

of children, former residence, etc., of each individual in the household. This material 

furnished a general descriptive basis for a further and more careful analysis of the 

households of the subjects, and also provided a check on the origin of feuds or 

alliances between individuals, the use of relationship terms, etc. Each child was thus 

studied against a background which was known in detail.  

 

A further mass of detailed information was obtained about the subjects: approximate 

age (actual age can never be determined in Samoa), order of birth, numbers of 

brothers and sisters, who were older and younger than the subject, number of 
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marriages of each parent patrilocal and matrilocal residence, years spent in the 

pastor's school and in the government school and achievement there, whether the 

child had ever been out of the village or off the island, sex experience, etc. The 

children were also given a makeshift intelligence test, colour-naming, rote memory, 

opposites, substitution, ball and field, and picture interpretation. These tests were all 

given in Samoan; standardisation was, of course, impossible and ages were known 

only relatively; they were mainly useful in assisting me in placing the child within her 

group, and have no value for comparative purposes. The results of the tests did 

indicate, however, a very low variability within the group. The tests were 

supplemented by a questionnaire which was not administered formally but filled in by 

random questioning from time to time. This questionnaire gave a measure of their 

industrial knowledge, the extent to which they participated in the lore of the 

community, of the degree to which they had absorbed European teaching in matters 

like telling time, reading the calendar, and also of the extent to which they had 

participated in or witnessed scenes of death, birth, miscarriage, etc.  

 

But this quantitative data represents the barest-skeleton of the material which was 

gathered through months of observation of the individuals and of groups, alone, in 

their households, and at play. From these observations, the bulk of the conclusions are 

drawn concerning the attitudes of the children towards their families and towards each 

other, their,religious interests or the lack of them, and the details of their sex lives. 

This information cannot be reduced to tables or to statistical statements. Naturally in 

many cases it was not as full as in others. In some cases it. was necessary to pursue a 

more extensive enquiry in order to understand some baffling aspect of the child's 

behaviour. In all cases the investigation was pursued until I felt that I understood the 

girl's motivation and the degree to which her family group and affiliation in her age 

group explained her attitudes.  

 

The existence of the pastor's boarding-school for girls past puberty provided me with 

a rough control group. These girls were so severely watched that heterosexual 

activities were impossible; they were grouped together with other girls of the same 

age regardless of relationship; they lived a more ordered and regular life than the girls 

who remained in their households. The ways in which they differed from other girls 

of the same age and more resembled European girls of the same age follow with 

surprising accuracy the lines suggested by the specific differences in environment. 

However, as they lied part of the time at home, the environmental break was not 

complete and their value as a control group is strictly limited. 


