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Introduction:

Mr. Langer:

This is Howard Langer in New York. Across the table
is Dr. Margaret Mead, the world's best-known anthro-
pologist. In a few minutes we are going to ask her
what makes Americans tick.

Dr. Mead was born December 16, 1901 in Philadelphia.
Her father was an economics professor at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania. Her mother was a sociologist.
Dr. Mead's”initial aim in life was to paint. But
finally, she chose anthropology as a career.

Since 1925, she has studied seven primitive societies.
These studies have enabled her to gain a better per-
spective on American culture.

Dr. Mead is of small build, blue eyes. She's "plain
folks." There are no airs about her. You get the
impression that she'd be at home anywhere--in an
igloo, a native hut, or a Park Avenue penthouse.

Mr. Langer:

Dr. Mead, how did you become interested in anthropol-
ogy as a career?

Dr. Mead:

When I was a small child, my mother was studying
Itolian immigrants in the United States, and how
they became Americans, and I used to go along.
The first wedding I ever went to was an Italian
wedding and I used to have my head measured with
the instruments that she was measuring all the
other children's heads with. So I grew up with
a general interest in other kinds of people and
the way they lived and realizing that the way
they lived was systematic and it was important
for us to understand more about other people in
the world.

Mr. Langer:

Well how did you first decide to study primitive
societies?

Dr. Mead:

Well that was when I was in college. When I was a
Senior in College I worked under Professor Franz
Boas at Columbia and under Ruth Benedict. And

for the first time realized that primitive societies
were priceless records that. were disappearing and
if we didn't study them and study them very fast,
they wouldn't be there to be studied anymore.
They'd all become converted and civilized and part




of the modern world and something would be gone
forever that we could never get back.

Mr. Langer:

Well how do you go about studying a primitive
society? Where do you get your money from? What
kind of equipment do you take?

Dr. Mead:

Well, you get grants from foundations. (The)
First grant I had was $1800 and that wasn't meant
to go anywhere with. It was meant to stay in the
United States so it was a little difficult to try
to go somewhere with it. And the first equipment
I took was a typewriter, an ordinary camera - an
ordinary Junior Kodak and pencils and paper.

That was in 1925. Now on my last trip where the
expenditures amounted to something like $30,000
instead of $1800 and we had generators and tape
recorders and movie cameras, and it represented the
whole gamut of invention between 1925 and 1953

and of course we went by plane, I took two students
with me - we went by plane and it took about 4
days to get there where it took three months in
1025.

Mr. Langer:

Well when you arrived at the place where you're
going to study, where do you live and how do you
live?

Dr. Mead:

Well, you arrive first, of course, at some kind of a
government station and you make your peace with
government in one way or another and convince them
that you're not going to do anything subversive

or (that) will upset the natives. Then you work
slowly. Sometimes it may take three or four weeks
to get to the actual native community where you
want to work because sometimes you have to get
carriers; you have to persuade maybe 80 or 100

men who don't want to carry for anybody to come down
from the hills and carry your stuff up. Or you have
to wait until you can get some kind of a boat that
will take you up a river. Then when you get into a
native village, - of course we work in places where
there've been a few Buropeans before. We don't
suddenly get dropped right out of the clouds among
a group of cannibals.

There are a few people that can talk a little of a
Lingua Franca and you know, a sort of a jargon
language that falls between their language and
English. They usually have been forced to build
some kind of a very uncomfortable shack in which
travelling government officials and miners and
people like that can stay and you move into that
first and then you persuade them to build you a
house.

Mr. Langer:
Do you have to go native in any way?
Dr. Mead:

No, you don't go native in any of the usual sorts
of ways. That is, you keep your own style of
living and I wear specially designed clothes, but
they're not grass skirts, nor do I ever wear
slacks. I wear clothes that are designed with
broader and wider skirts than usual so I can tuck
it up around my knees if mosquitoes are biting.
And you go native in the sense that you treat the
people anong whom you're working as human beings
like yourself; that you learn to care a great
deal about them, what's happening to them. I
hold their babies in my arms, I sit up at night
nursing them in many instances, I learn to value
sone people and to dislike some people so that I
become part of the community where I'm living.

Mr. Langer:

Well vhat are the major differences between most
primitive societies and a complex one - such as
America's?

Dr. Mead:

Well of course one of the principal points is that
each one of these people command almost the whole
of their own culture.

Up to the time that they encountered us, they felt
they understood the world, and they understood
everything about it. How man happened to be here,
how death came into the world, how people should
behave, what were the best ways to get food. All
of these things they understood so they had a kind
of dignity that only a very few people have today.
And possibly no one has today, because now we are
all of us so conscious of what we don't know that
somebody else knows about our own culture.

Mr. Langer:

Well, as an anthropologist, how would you describe
the American character? What has shaped it exactly?

Dr. Mead:

Well to begin with, of course, what the anthropolo-
gist means by character are those regularities in
human behavior that are due to the fact that they
grow up in one culture instead of another. That
they grow up in America instead of among the
Eskimos or on a South Sea Island or in Africa.
Because we're all one species and as far as we
know at present, any one of us, taken as a baby,
somewhere else, could grow up to be - speak the
language and act like an Eskimo or a Hottentot

or a Samoan or a Frenchman or Russian or an Ameri-




can. So when we talk about American character we
mean what children, who grow up in America get
out of growing up in America, what kind of people
they become.

Now, one of the striking things about American cul-
ture is of course that it's a culture that was made
very recently from other cultures. It's a culture
that's been made by grownup people. People came
from other countries to the United States or to the
Thirteen Colonies originally and they had to learn
how to live in a new country after they were grown
up. Now that is very different from living in the
same place for a thousand years under the same
apple tree, and being born and dying in the same
bed. So that American culture has a sense of move-
ment, of change in it that's very rare in the world.
Also we think that we can learn anything by reading
a book - which. is. an adult position. If you grow
up and learn everything unconsciously and inarticu-
lately as a child, you don't believe you can get a
book on how to make friends and influence people,
or how to cook, or how to become a successful busi-
ness accountant, or how to make love, or how to be
a great politician. But if you come to a country
as a young adult - enterprising, lively, prepared
to learn a new language and learn all sorts of

new things, well, you get a book and you learn it.
So that we're a society in which we think people
can learn anything without previous experience.

Mr. Langer:
Well what are our goals in life - we Americans?
Dr. Mead:

Well they change, of course. I don't think one can
talk about goals without talking about period, to
sone extent, without talking about part of the
country and about class, about whether people belong
to a group that feels it's going up in the world or
belong to a group that feels it's going down in the
world. At present - and I suppose it's what you
really want me to talk about - at present, the goals
of this country appear to be good human relations.
That is, what young people appear to want today and
what older people want for their children is a good
early rarriage, a nice stable job which has a good
pension - people begin asking about pensions now
when they come into jobs at 21 - which will make

it possible for them to live pleasantly in the
suburbs, have several children and enjoy them. And
where they won't have to take any responsibility
for the city where they work; for the rest of the
country or for the rest of the world.

Mr. Langer:
I see, we Americans are encouraged to get ahead and

to make good. Is this success formula a unique one
in the world?

Dr. Mead:

It isn't unique - part of it came from Northern
Europe. Part of it came as a result of the
Protestant Reformation where there was a great
emphasis that people were rewarded in terms of
how they-lived. In the older sense the reward
wes all- in heaven, but when people with that

sort of character came to the United States and
worked equally hard, they were rewarded on earth.
And furthermore, you see, in this country we have
this need for children to reward their parents by
their success which is the only thing very often
that the parents can understand about what the
children are doing as they move so far ahead of
their parents, get so much more education, be-
come s0 ruch more Americanized. So that we
probably have more of an emphasis on success as
such than any other great country today, I think.

Mr. Langer:

America's size and its access to transportation
nake its population highly mobile. What effect
does this have on the American character?

Dr. Mead:

Well everybody has to be prepared to move tomorrow
or to stay in one spot for the next 20 years. You
have to be prepared for both. So that some students
of American character have emphasized this as a

tind of living between two poles - ready to leave,
ready to stay. You mustn't.be too rooted, you
mustn't be too insistent on moving.

This is decreasing to some extent, though. Americans
are becoming less willing to move than they were on
the whole. They begin to worry about whether it's
going to upset Junior if he leaves school in the
middle of the year.

And many people are refusing better jobs. They're
refusing the foreign service. They're refusing jobs
overseas for business overseas. Because they don't
want to move and they're so worried for fear that if
their children grow up somewhere else they won't
somehow be part of America. This is a rather new
and rather frightening development in this country.

Mr. Langer:

If the late Dr. Kinsey is to be believed, we Ameri-
cans tend to teach our children one thing about
morals but do another. Is this true of other
societies as well?

Dr. Mead:

It's true of any society that has any ideals. The
only society that teaches its children just how bad
everybody is so they can be equally bad is a society
with no ideals at all. This was one of the things




that sometimes happens in the kind of societies that
we call fascist, in that they try to go back tp the
kind of behavior that people are practicing at the
moment and say we'll make this the norm instead of
always setting up something further.

If parents are to bring up children to be truthful,
they have to insist that people always tell the truth.
Now they don't always tell the truth. There's no
society in which people always tell the truth. If
they're to bring children up to be law-abiding and
at the same time are fudging their income tax, or

in the days of Prohibition were also breaking the
law by having a drink, they have to work out some
method of convincing the children that the laws they
aren't keeping, the rules they aren't keeping are
nevertheless worth keeping. So that when their
children will grow up they in turn will insist to
their children that these ideals are worth following.

But what one means by an ideal is something that
people don't do but would like to.

Mr. Langer:

Well vhat kind of an instruction about sex and morals,
if any, do you think should be given in public schools.

Dr. Mead:

I think it's important. I think it's serious - that
we have to give instruction about sex in public
schools, on the whole, I think it would be better

if it were diffused sufficiently through the adult
population so parents could train their children.

And could talk easily to their children about these
things as a great many parents can today. But be-
cause this country is made up of so meny layers of
people with different religious beliefs who've come
to this country at different times, or have different
degrees of knowledge, there are whole sectors of
young people in any city today who haven't been given
any of the training that's necessary if they're going
to nieet the existing conditions within which they're
going to have to move around.

So that, on the whole, I think that sex education in
the schools is rather like teaching first aid.
Ideally, everybody would grow up knowing how to

stop bleeding from a wound or how to give first aid
to a broken bone. We shouldn't have to have classes
to do it. We do because at present we're a rather
illiterate population. And the same thing's true
about sex. We haven't absorbed sufficiently into our
adult group & knowledge of how to tell children about
what are called "the facts of life", so that they
will be prepared to be. healthy, happy functioning
adults. And until we do that we're going to have to
do something in the schools.

Mr. Langer:

How does the kind of training we give our children

differ from that given a child in a primitive
society?

Well the principal point is of course, that we train
them in schools. In primitive society you don't
need schools. Most of what a boy needs to know he
learns from his father and the girl learns from her
mother or other relatives. The few skills there are
such as - oh, hunting or fishing or being able to
recite a whole series of magic charms or knowing

the history of the tribe or something of that sort,
a few youngsﬁers will decide they want to know and
go and persuade someone to teach them. And nobody
is trying to catch people and teach them things

they don't want to know.

Whereas in a society like ours today where parents
haven't the time or the knowledge, even to teach
the things everybody has to know, we have to put
people together in schools and tell off certain
people to teach them for a quarter of their lives,
in many instances.

Mr. Langer:

Do you think that the primitive training for the
primitive boy is better than the training we give
our boy for his society?

Dr. Mead:

Yes, but of course it's much simpler. A society
that changes very, very slowly, and may not change
at all for 400 or 500 years, everybody in the
society's behavior is so adjusted that everytime
you turn around you learn the same things from
otherpeople. When we have to teach people new
things almost every year, we haven't yet devised a
way in which our teachers can catch up fast enough,
our parents can catch up fast enough. We've got to
work out a scheme for bringing people up to live in
a world that nobody has seen yet.

Mr. Langer:

How can we Americans better adapt ourselves to get
along with each other and with the rest of the world?

Dr. Mead:

Well one of the first things we need to learn is
that our culture is one among many cultures - that
our language is one among many - that our alphabet
is only one form of writing - and that all the
people in the world belong to the same species, and
simply do things differently from the way in which
we do them. Now if we once learn that very thorough-
ly, for one thing we could learn foreign languages
which we can't do at present. We train people not
to be able to learn foreign languages, in the most
fantastic way. Because what we teach a child is -




you' see if you take this pencil here - we teach a
child this is a pencil. Now this isn't a pencil.
This is an object made of wood and lead designed
for writing which we call a pencil and other
people call it other things.

And if we can once get over to our teachers and

our parents and our children this understanding
that human culture is something that people have
built up historically, that it's different from
other people's just because of the historical
conditions, and also it's something we can change,
and learn other people's cultures, then our problem
of getting on with other people in the world would
be quite different.

Mr. Langer:

Well how do we tend to react to other cultures when
we travel? How can we learn to tolerate other
people's cultural differences?

Dr. Mead:

Well I don't think the word tolerate is a good word
to use at all. You know what the worf tolerate

means? To bear. Now how can we bear the fact that
somebody into whose country we have gone - usually
not at their request - because we want to travel or

we want to conquer something or we want to make some

money. How can we bear the fact that they eat
different food? (You) See? I don't think the word
tolerate is good. I think the word tolerate is a
good word to use if a Republican's thinking about
a Democrat, or a Democrat about a Republican.
They've got to tolerate each other's differences
because they feel differently about important
things. People of different religions have to
tolerate their differences of opinion. But other
cultures are other whole things.- other whole ways
of life which we have to learn to appreciate and
understand. Now if we insist on having our kind
of plumbing and our kind of food and expecting
everybody to speak English when we travel, we're
going to be a little annoyed because they don't do
it quite as well as it's done in the Midwest.

And so when we get there we're annoyed if we can't
an egg for breakfast. Which is an extraordinary
provincial, tiresome approach to travel.

Mr. Langer:

I'd like to_shift to another subject now and that's
- well the mass media of communication have come
upon us pretty quickly. I was wondering how this
is going to affect not only the United States but
the rest of the world as well. What will it do to
primitive |societies - what will it do to other
countries? Will it tend to bring us together do
you think?

Dr. Mead:

Well, it brings us into contact. Now bringing
people into contact doesn't necessarily bring
them together. If all of one is small political
disagreements or one's minor political assassina-
tions are broadcast over the world the minute
they occur, the whole world participates in what
were once domestic affairs. It means that for
every person who listens to radio or watches

TV, or reads the daily press that is dependent
on wire services, after all, they have to get

up every morning now facing what's happening all
over the world.

This a weight of knowledge, & weight of worry that
human beings have never had to stand before. And
we haven't learned how to do it yet. Certainly
modern communications mean that we have a chance
of building one world. It means that if one of

us goes down, all of us go down together.

Whereas, well if you take the days for instance
when - before the discovery of America, and of
course characteristically the discovery of America
means Europeans discovering America. Quite a lot
of people had discovered it before that and had
got here. But there were thousands of years when
the American continent was cut off from the rest
of the world.

And the rest of the world could have blown itself
up and America would never have known - or the
civilizations over here could have blown up and
the rest of the world wouldn't have known. And
the future of mankind would have gone on. Now
today, an explosion anywhere in the world -
anywvhere at all, endangers the whole and that is,
perhaps the most important part of our inter-lock-
ing cormunications system.

Mr. Lenger:
Well, do you feel that primitive societies have
a better chance for survival in a nuclear age such
as ours?
Dr. Mead:
Better chance than what?

Mr. Langer:

Well, than someone, let's say right here in New
York City.

Dr. Mead:
No. If we have a nuclear war, I don't think any-

body's going to survive at all. Not even an
Eskino.




Mr. Langer:

Well, you've studied, oh, maybe half a dozen
different societies and then some. How do you
choose the society you want to study?

Dr. Mead:

Well we choose them on the whole for rather aca-
demic reasons. To start with, I'm a specialist

in the Pacific. I wrote my doctor's thesis on
Polynesia which meant I'd read all the voyages

of Captain Cook and all the modern accounts of

the different South Sea Islands so this was some-
thing I knew about and it was naturally therefore,
the place that I wanted to go. That was for my
first trip. Then afterwards, of course, I knew
cven better how to live in the South Seas and my
Job is in charge of Pacific Island cultures for
the Anerican Museun of :merican History so I go
back to a different area of the South Seas each
tinme, trying to pick a place where we need general
scientific information and then studying particular
problens in that spot. We can't pick a culture

to fit a problem if we're going to go and study

a culturé nobody's seen yet. And no 'one knows
anything about it. In the cultures I've studied
in Ilew Guinea, no one spoken their language, no
onc lmew anything about them so you just decided,
well, we'll take the first culture up the next
river from the river up which Thurnwald, who wes

a German anthropologist went. Now nobody knows
anything about the next river there so we'll go

up that river. And you are exploring the unknown
ot the some time that you're doing systematic work
on sone problem.

Mr. Langer:

So you don't really know what you're going to study
until you're there?

Dr. Mead:
Well you know what area you're going to look at -
whether you're going to study adolescence, or child
thought or roles of men and women or something of

that sort.

Mr. Langer:

Well whct have beer. the reactions of the people - of
the natives, when you're going about your activities?

llow do they react?
Dr. Head:

Well cach one reacts differently - you know I've
worlied with 7 different primitive peoples who
are cxtrenely different. In Samoa they enjoyed
- they always enjoy the fact that one learns
their language, is interested in their culture,
and instead of throwing one's weight around as a

superior, sits down and is taught. This is some-
thing that is flattering to all people, really.
You have to do something pretty terrible to
people before they regard - come to regard you as
a spy rather than as an interested explorer. So
thot all the places that I've been they've been
flattered that I learned the language, they've
enjoyed teaching me the etiquette. In Samoa I
learned to dance, and learned to talk a very
elegant language and in return for the help they
gave me, information about all sorts of things,
why I made elegant speeches and dances, and con-
formed to many of the styles of their society.

The next group I studied, the Manus, were mainly
interested in having a people they could trade
with. That saved them a two day trip in canoes
because there was tobacco in the village that
they could trade their fish for. And this was

a good commercial thing. Up the Sepik River,

I think that our main contribution to the

village was really that we were a continuous
circus. We were somewhere to go every afternoon
when they were bored - about 80 women who'd

been working all day would then get all smartened
up and wash their babies and bring them all along
and Jjust stand around and just see what we were
doing nowe.

Primitive life, unless there's an epidemic of war,
and of course war had been stopped in the places
where I worked, can be pretty dull. It's a little
bit like small town life. INew people who have

2 lot of new things are interesting. And then of
course we alweys do a lot of medicine. (We) Take
a great many different remedies with us and I
sorietimes spend five or six hours a day bandaging
up wounds and curing ringworm and getting scabies
off babies' skins, and giving castor oil to
recalcitrant babies and so forth. I've gone all
the way through from the period when we used to
lose so nany people - when we had nothing but
quinine for malaria to the post-antibiotic and
sulfa period when one can save soO many people

that we couldn't have saved before.

Mr. Langer:
What wos the most challenging study you made?
Dr. Mead:

Well I don't know quite what to do with the word
challenging. I think my first field trip wes in
a sense the most difficult because I did a kind
of work nobody'd done then, so there weren't any
models at all. I was just told not to waste my
time doing conventional things and that I was to
learn the language and get acquainted with the
adolescent girls and find out what they were up
to. So I had never learned any foreign language
to the point of really speaking it and this was
a very different sort of one. I'd never even




eaten any food except American food and I had to
learn to eat Samoan food and also there werent
any styles of work then. So in some ways that was
the most difficult. On the other hand, if by
challenging you mean most exciting, I think my
last trip in 1953 when I went back and studied

the people I'd studied 25 years before - and found
the children I'd studied grown up - and found
people that I had not expected even to be able

to ever learn to read and write, able to read and
write, and managing their own lives and understand-
ing what the United Nations was about, this was,
in a sense, the most challenging in the sense that

it was the most exciting material that I'd ever worked

with.
Mr. Langer:
What are your plans for the future?
Dr. Mead:

What I'm trying to do now is capitalize on my age.
You see, I made my first field trip 37 years ago.
I was very young when I started and I worked on
children, which gave me sort of a dopble position
because most anthropologists work on older people
and then when they go back 10 or 15 years later,
those people are dead. As I worked on children,
the people I studied 25 years ago, 30 years ago
are still alive. And so I'm now beginning to
capitalize on this nice long age span and I've
gone back and studied the Manus after 25 years.
This winter I went back for a quick trip to Bali
after 20 years and I don't think I want to do a
very intensive study there for another 10. I've
promised the Manus that if they make as much pro-
gress in the next 25 years as they did in the last
I'1l come back again in - what would that be -
let's see 25 years after 1953 will be 1978.

Mr. Langer:

You talk about progress. What kind of progress do
you nmean?

Dr. Mead:
By progress I mean moving forward in a direction
they feel is good and transforming their society
so that it reaches more effectively the values
that they regard as important.

Mr. Langer:

Can you be a little more specific? I mean, could
you take one specific thing?

Dr. Mead:

The things that Manus want - and they got their
specific desires primarily from watching the
American Army in World War II - they want the

kind of society where people don't have to

quarrel all the time in order to get things done.
They regard us as that kind of society and we are,
from their point of view. We don't walk around
with spears in our hands. And/or threats of
sorcery. They want a society in which the children
vho are born can live to grow up - they want a
society in which people don't die of overwork,
where one can use modern technology and they want a
society in which they say the place is "straight"
that is, where each man, woman and child is valued
as an individual and where each human individual is
more important than any number of material things.
Which is what they learned from Americans. If you
go back to the point you made about Kinsey earlier,
you see, they saw over a million Americans and
from watching them, they found out what we thought
we wanted to be rather than just what we were.

Mr. Langer:

Dr. lead, do you have any advice to the young people
of America?

Dr. Mead:

I don't have any advice that I can give to all young
people, because young people differ so much among
themselves. I have some advice for those young
people who are wondering what they're going to do
and who would like to do something more than marry,
and have children and bring up their children well,
and be good local citizens. For those yodung
people who feel they would like to do something
more with their lives, to have more of a career
rather than a job, I would suggest that they look
very hard at the world they're living in; realize
that we're living in the most significant age that
the world has faced yet; and try to decide what
kind of a task will fit best their capabilities

on the one hand, and the demands of this beginning
of the space age on the other.

Mr. Langer:

Thank you very much, Dr. Margaret Mead.
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STUDY QUESTIONS

Distinguish between the terms "society" and
culture."

What makes a society "primitive'?

Dr. Mead says that young people today want a
good early marriage, a nice stable job which
has a good pension, a home in the suburbs,
several children, and no responsibility "for
the city where they work, for the rest of the
country, or for the rest of the world."

Do you agree or disagree? Why?

What influence has the automobile had on
American culture? Why hasn't the auto had a
similar influence on other cultures?

Discuss the problems of what happens when
low-abiding citizens disobey laws they don't
like (Prohibition, the income tax, gambling,
etc.) What effect does this have on the
nation's moral fiber?

Why is it easier for a tribal chief to prepare
a primitive youngster for his society than it
is for an American teacher to prepare an
American boy or girl for their society?

Dr. Mead takes strong exception to the interview-

er's use of the word '"tolerate" in referring to
other cultures. Discuss the full meaning of
"tolerance." What are its implications?

Dr. Mead says the mass media will bring people
"into contact" but won't "necessarily:bring
them together.'" What does she mean?

If you were an anthropologist today, which
society would you like to study? Why?
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