coming of age ih samoa

**Coming of Age in Samoa: A Journey Through Tradition and Identity**

Coming of age in Samoa is a deeply rooted experience that intertwines cultural heritage, family
values, and personal growth. Unlike many Western societies where coming of age might be marked
by a birthday or a single event, in Samoa, this transition is a rich, communal process that reflects the
island’s unique history, social structures, and respect for tradition. Understanding this rite of passage
offers a fascinating glimpse into how young Samoans embrace responsibility, respect, and identity as
they move from childhood to adulthood.

The Cultural Significance of Coming of Age in Samoa

In Samoa, coming of age is not just a milestone but a crucial step in becoming a full member of a
tightly-knit community. The journey is intricately linked to the Samoan way of life, known as the *fa’a
Samoa*, which emphasizes family, respect (*fa’aaloalo*), and service to the village or *nu’u*. This
process is less about individual achievement and more about demonstrating readiness to contribute
to and uphold these societal values.

The Role of Family and Community

From an early age, Samoan children are taught the importance of *aiga* (family) and *matai* (chiefly)
systems. Coming of age is often marked by increased responsibilities within the family, such as caring
for younger siblings or participating in communal work. Elders and family members play a vital role in
guiding youths through this transition, providing wisdom, discipline, and support.

This community involvement is essential because adulthood in Samoa is synonymous with service.
Whether it's helping during a *fa’alavelave* (family event or ceremony) or contributing to the village’s
wellbeing, young adults must show their commitment to these collective responsibilities.

Traditional Rites and Ceremonies

While Samoa does not have a single, standardized coming-of-age ceremony like a Western prom or
quinceafiera, several traditional practices symbolize a young person’s readiness to enter adulthood.

Tatau: The Sacred Samoan Tattoo

One of the most iconic rites linked to coming of age in Samoa is the *tatau*—the traditional Samoan
tattoo. For many young men, receiving the *pe’a* (the male tattoo) is a profound rite of passage. The
intricate patterns cover the body from the waist to the knees and are not only a mark of maturity but
also a symbol of courage, endurance, and respect for Samoan culture.



The tattooing process is both physically and mentally demanding, often lasting several days. It
requires immense strength and resilience, traits highly valued in Samoan society. Completing the
*pe'a* is a public declaration of a young man's readiness to take on adult responsibilities.

For young women, the *malu* is the traditional tattoo, typically more delicate and covering the thighs.
Like the *pe’a*, the *malu* represents maturity, service, and protection of the family and community.

Educational and Social Milestones

Beyond tattoos, other social markers define coming of age in Samoa. Completing secondary
education, gaining skills in traditional crafts, or mastering the Samoan language and customs are all
significant milestones. These achievements demonstrate a young person’s preparedness to engage
fully with their culture and community.

Modern Influences and Challenges

While tradition remains strong, Samoa is also a modern society facing global influences that shape
how young people experience coming of age. Education and exposure to the outside world bring new
opportunities and challenges, sometimes leading to a blend of traditional and contemporary values.

Balancing Tradition and Modernity

Many young Samoans today navigate the delicate balance between respecting their heritage and
embracing modern life. For example, some may delay or forego traditional tattoos due to personal
choice or health concerns, while others might pursue higher education overseas. These changes do
not diminish the value of coming of age but rather expand its meaning to include new forms of
adulthood and responsibility.

Urbanization and Changing Family Dynamics

As urbanization increases, family structures in Samoa are evolving. Young adults in cities may have
less direct daily involvement with extended family and village life, which can affect traditional
coming-of-age experiences. However, many still return to their villages for important ceremonies and
maintain close ties with their *aiga*.

Lessons and Insights from Coming of Age in Samoa

For outsiders, understanding coming of age in Samoa provides valuable lessons about the importance
of community, respect, and cultural identity. Here are some key takeaways:



e« Community over Individualism: Unlike Western societies that often celebrate individual
achievement, Samoan coming of age is about readiness to serve and uphold communal values.

e Endurance and Resilience: Practices like the *tatau* highlight the importance of physical and
mental strength as markers of maturity.

* Respect for Elders and Tradition: Elders play a guiding role, emphasizing the continuity of
culture and wisdom across generations.

e Adaptability: The blending of modern influences with traditional customs shows the dynamic
nature of cultural identity.

Experiencing Coming of Age in Samoa: Tips for Visitors
and Researchers

If you're interested in learning more about coming of age in Samoa, whether as a visitor, student, or
researcher, here are some tips to deepen your understanding:

1. Engage with Local Communities: Spend time in villages and participate in cultural events to
observe and experience traditional practices firsthand.

2. Respect Protocols: Always approach ceremonies and rituals with respect and seek permission
before taking photos or asking questions.

3. Learn the Language: Even basic knowledge of the Samoan language can open doors and
show genuine interest in the culture.

4. Understand the Role of the *Fa’a Samoa*: Recognize that family, respect, and service are
central to all stages of life in Samoa.

5. Be Open to Stories: Listening to elders and young people alike can provide rich insights into
the evolving nature of coming of age.

Coming of age in Samoa is a profound journey that connects individuals to their heritage, family, and
community. It's a process that honors endurance, respect, and service—values that continue to shape
Samoan society today. Whether through enduring the pain of the *tatau*, embracing new
responsibilities, or balancing tradition with modern life, young Samoans embark on a passage that
enriches their identity and strengthens the bonds that hold their communities together.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main theme of '‘Coming of Age in Samoa’' by
Margaret Mead?

The main theme is the exploration of adolescence and the cultural differences in the experience of
growing up, particularly contrasting Western and Samoan societies.

Who is the author of 'Coming of Age in Samoa'?

The author is Margaret Mead, an American cultural anthropologist.

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

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 to study their culture firsthand.

How does 'Coming of Age in Samoa' challenge Western
perceptions of adolescence?

The book argues that adolescence is not necessarily a period of turmoil and stress, as experienced in
Western societies, but can be a smooth and relatively stress-free transition in Samoan culture due to
different social norms and expectations.

What aspects of Samoan culture does Mead focus on in the
book?

Mead focuses on family structure, sexual freedom, social roles, and the rites of passage associated
with growing up in Samoa.

What criticism has '‘Coming of Age in Samoa' faced?

Critics have questioned the accuracy of Mead's findings, suggesting she may have been misled by her
informants or that her interpretations were influenced by her own biases.

How did 'Coming of Age in Samoa' influence anthropology?

The book popularized cultural relativism and the importance of studying cultures on their own terms,
influencing the study of adolescence and human development in anthropology.

What is the significance of the Samoan setting in Mead's



study?

Samoa provided a contrasting cultural environment to the West, allowing Mead to explore how culture
shapes the experience of adolescence and challenge assumptions about human development.

Is 'Coming of Age in Samoa’ still considered relevant today?

Yes, it remains a foundational text in anthropology and continues to be studied for its insights into
cultural relativism and adolescent development, though contemporary researchers also critique and
build upon its findings.

Additional Resources

Coming of Age in Samoa: A Cultural and Social Exploration

Coming of age in Samoa represents a pivotal transition that blends traditional customs, social
expectations, and modern influences. This significant phase marks the passage from childhood to
adulthood, deeply rooted in the island nation's unique cultural framework. Understanding how
Samoan youth navigate this journey offers insight into the broader societal values, intergenerational
relationships, and evolving identity within the Pacific island context.

The Cultural Significance of Coming of Age in Samoa

In Samoa, coming of age is not merely a biological milestone but a profound social and spiritual
transformation. The process is closely intertwined with the Fa’a Samoa, or “The Samoan Way,” which
encapsulates the customs, language, and social structures that define the community. Unlike Western
models that often emphasize individual achievement during adolescence, Samoan coming of age is
communal, stressing responsibility, respect, and integration within the family (aiga) and village (nu'u)
systems.

Traditional Rituals and Practices

Historically, coming of age ceremonies in Samoa have included specific rites of passage that
underscore the transition in status and duties. For young males, this might involve participation in
ceremonies such as the ‘ava ceremony, where they learn social protocols and the art of serving the
ceremonial drink, symbolizing their readiness to assume adult roles. For females, rites often focus on
preparing for family responsibilities, including knowledge of domestic skills, etiquette, and community
engagement.

The tattooing tradition, known as “tatau,” also plays a critical role in marking adulthood, especially for
males. The pe’a (male tattoo) and malu (female tattoo) are not just body art but carry immense
cultural weight, symbolizing courage, endurance, and commitment to the community. Enduring the
painful tattooing process is itself a rite of passage that earns respect and signifies readiness for adult
obligations.



Social Expectations and Responsibilities

Coming of age in Samoa entails embracing new social roles that emphasize service, leadership, and
adherence to cultural norms. Young adults are expected to contribute actively to the aiga, helping
with family welfare, participating in community events, and upholding the matai system—the chiefly
system that governs social organization.

Becoming a matai or assuming a chiefly title is often an eventual goal for those entering adulthood,
although not all achieve this status immediately. The matai system embeds a hierarchical but
cooperative structure, where leadership is balanced by communal consensus and respect for
tradition. The process of assuming a matai title involves extensive family negotiations and is a
testament to one’s maturity and capability in managing familial and village affairs.

Modern Influences and Challenges

While the cultural framework remains strong, coming of age in Samoa today reflects a complex
interplay between tradition and modernity. Education, migration, and globalization have introduced
new perspectives and expectations for young Samoans, sometimes creating tension between
ancestral customs and contemporary lifestyles.

Education and Urbanization

Increased access to formal education has shifted some coming of age experiences from the village to
urban centers and schools. Young Samoans often balance their roles between traditional village life
and modern educational aspirations. This duality can create challenges, as the demands of schooling
and urban living sometimes clash with communal obligations and cultural protocols.

Urbanization also introduces exposure to different value systems, encouraging some youth to
question or reinterpret traditional roles. However, many families and communities actively work to
integrate these changes by adapting cultural practices or reinforcing the importance of Fa’a Samoa
values alongside modern education.

Migrant Communities and Cultural Continuity

Samoan diaspora communities in countries like New Zealand, Australia, and the United States face
unigue coming of age dynamics. Young people in these settings negotiate their identity amid
multicultural environments, striving to maintain cultural heritage while assimilating into broader
society.

Community organizations and churches often serve as anchors for preserving Samoan customs,
including coming of age rituals adapted to diaspora contexts. These institutions help reinforce cultural
pride and social responsibility, bridging generational gaps and fostering continuity despite
geographical separation.



Comparative Perspectives: Samoa and Other Pacific
Islands

Comparing coming of age practices across Pacific Island cultures reveals both shared themes and
distinctive differences. Like Samoa, many island societies emphasize community integration, respect
for elders, and ceremonial rites. However, the specific rituals, symbolism, and social roles vary,
reflecting each culture’s history and social organization.

For example, in Tonga, the chiefly system also plays a vital role, but the associated ceremonies and
expectations differ in formality and scale. In Fiji, initiation rites might focus more on spiritual cleansing
and individual testing. Understanding these variations highlights Samoa’s unique balance of
communal responsibility and ceremonial symbolism in its coming of age traditions.

Benefits and Challenges of Traditional Coming of Age
Practices

» Benefits: Preservation of cultural identity, strengthening family and community bonds, clear
social role delineation, reinforcement of values such as respect and humility.

¢ Challenges: Potential conflicts with modern educational and career aspirations, gender role
rigidity, pressure to conform to traditional expectations, possible exclusion of youth who deviate
from norms.

These pros and cons underscore the ongoing negotiation between maintaining cultural heritage and
adapting to contemporary realities.

The Role of Gender in Coming of Age

Gender significantly shapes the coming of age experience in Samoa. Traditional gender roles are
deeply embedded, with distinct expectations for males and females during this transition.

Males are often prepared for leadership within the matai system, engaging in public ceremonies and
village governance. Females, while also playing important roles, tend to be oriented toward family
care and social cohesion. However, there is increasing recognition of evolving gender dynamics, with
more women pursuing leadership roles and educational opportunities that may redefine traditional
pathways.

Emerging Trends and Youth Perspectives

Modern Samoan youth express diverse views on coming of age, reflecting generational shifts and



global influences. Many young people value their cultural heritage but also seek flexibility in how they
fulfill adult roles. Education, career ambitions, and gender equality movements contribute to a
broader dialogue about identity and responsibility.

Community leaders and educators are increasingly engaging youth in discussions about how to
sustain meaningful customs while embracing positive change. This dynamic illustrates the resilience
and adaptability of Samoa’s cultural fabric in the face of modernization.

Coming of age in Samoa continues to be a rich, multifaceted process that encapsulates tradition,
social structure, and evolving identity. Its significance extends beyond individual maturation to the
preservation and transformation of a culture that remains vibrant in the Pacific and throughout the
world.
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Coming of Age in Samoa: A Psychological Study of Primitive Youth for Western Civilization by
Margaret Mead is a pioneering work in cultural anthropology that examines the adolescence and
cultural practices of Samoan youth. Originally published in 1928, Mead's study challenges Western
assumptions about the universality of adolescent experiences and sheds light on the influence of
cultural factors on human behavior. In this groundbreaking work, Mead explores Samoan society's
impact on the emotional and psychological development of its youth, focusing on the transition from
adolescence to adulthood. Mead's findings suggest that cultural factors, such as societal norms and
expectations, significantly shape individuals' behaviors and attitudes during this crucial life stage.
The book sparked significant debate and discussion, as Mead's conclusions contradicted prevailing
notions of the time regarding the fixed and biologically determined nature of human development.
Her work influenced the field of anthropology and contributed to a broader understanding of
cultural relativism. Coming of Age in Samoa remains a seminal work that invites readers to
reconsider their perspectives on cultural diversity and the ways in which societal expectations shape
human experiences, particularly during the formative years of adolescence.
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attitudes characteristic of foreign cultures that set Off in strong light our Own achievements and
behaviour. About the Publisher Forgotten Books publishes hundreds of thousands of rare and classic
books. Find more at www.forgottenbooks.com This book is a reproduction of an important historical
work. Forgotten Books uses state-of-the-art technology to digitally reconstruct the work, preserving
the original format whilst repairing imperfections present in the aged copy. In rare cases, an
imperfection in the original, such as a blemish or missing page, may be replicated in our edition. We
do, however, repair the vast majority of imperfections successfully; any imperfections that remain
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as we know it. This work was reproduced from the original artifact, and remains as true to the
original work as possible. Therefore, you will see the original copyright references, library stamps
(as most of these works have been housed in our most important libraries around the world), and
other notations in the work. This work is in the public domain in the United States of America, and
possibly other nations. Within the United States, you may freely copy and distribute this work, as no
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This is the book, and a must read, of the century. It's anthropological history in the re-making. The
American Anthropological best seller, the Chief Malopa'upo Isaia, a descendant of the Tuimanu'a
(king of Manu'a), the very people in Margaret Mead's book, has now raised some very serious
traditional and legal issues, in relation to Margaret Mead's book, Columbia University's role, and the
American Anthropological Association's 'professional’ role. In his book, Coming of age in American
Anthropology, the Chief is now ordering the removal, withdrawal, and the disassociation, of every
material by Margaret Mead on his cultural intellectual property. He has also outlined several legal
issues which will have serious ramifications globally, on any academic who undertakes any cultural
fieldwork, on someone else's cultural intellectual property. The Coming of age in American
Anthropology, may well opens the floodgate to civil lawsuits from the two Samoan Governments for
billions of dollars in damages to the business community, the Tourism Industry of Samoa, and from
the descendants of the King of Manu'a. It is definitely the case of the century, and a must read for all
students of anthropology, psychology, sociology, and law. Chief Malopa'upo Isaia is a name to watch
for, as his work will without a doubt change the face of American Anthropology forever.
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coming of age in samoa: A Century of Women Deborah G. Felder, 2003 Comprehensive and
riveting, this important volume on women's history surveys the revolutionary changes in the social,
economic, and political status of women during the twentieth century. From the battles of suffragists
and labor activists such as Carrie Chapman Catt and Rose Schneiderman to the provocative ideas of
Betty Friedan, here are the women of vision and courage who fought for equality and freedom. But
here too are the unexpected medical and technological discoveries that removed a woman's destiny
from the restrictions of biology -- the electric washing machine, anesthesia for childbirth, sulfa drugs
to stop post-partum deaths, the birth control pill, and more. This lively and provocative history
covers groundbreaking legislation and Supreme Court rulings, yet it doesn't neglect the often
conflicting cultural forces -- from Emily Post and Barbie to the founding of the La Leche League and
Ellen DeGeneres's sitcom -- that have shaped women's lives in today's world. Book jacket.

coming of age in samoa: Coming of Age in Samoa Margaret Mead, 1971

coming of age in samoa: coming of age in samoa margaret read, 1928

coming of age in samoa: Anthropologists and the Rediscovery of America, 1886-1965
John S. Gilkeson, 2010-09-20 This book examines the intersection of cultural anthropology and
American cultural nationalism from 1886, when Franz Boas left Germany for the United States, until
1965, when the National Endowment for the Humanities was established. Five chapters trace the



development within academic anthropology of the concepts of culture, social class, national
character, value, and civilization, and their dissemination to non-anthropologists. As Americans
came to think of culture anthropologically, as a 'complex whole' far broader and more inclusive than
Matthew Arnold's 'the best which has been thought and said’, so, too, did they come to see American
communities as stratified into social classes distinguished by their subcultures; to attribute the
making of the American character to socialization rather than birth; to locate the distinctiveness of
American culture in its unconscious canons of choice; and to view American culture and civilization
in a global perspective.
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