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dedication


To my kith and kin,

for whom I wrote these letters
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Manus, 1929. Ponkob plays at writing.
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Sydney, 1971. Conversation with Bernard Narokobi, Arapesh law student. He is now constitutional adviser to the government of Papua New Guinea.
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These photographs, taken by different photographers to document specific occasions, were selected in 1977 to illustrate the subject matter of the letters but in many cases do not document the particular events that are described.
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words for a new century

by Mary Catherine Bateson


When my mother, Margaret Mead, was ready to seek a publisher for her first book, Coming of Age in Samoa, she found her way to William Morrow, the head of a new publishing company, and he gave her a key suggestion for the rest of her career, that she add “more about what all this means to Americans.” This set a course she followed throughout her life, establishing not only the appeal of anthropology as a depiction of the exotic but as a source of self-knowledge for Western civilization. The last chapter of Coming of Age laid out a theme for the years ahead: “Education for Choice.”

Even before World War II, still using the terminology of her time that now seems so outmoded and speaking of “primitives” or even of “savages,” she believed that Americans should learn not only about the peoples of the Pacific, but from them. And after almost every field trip she went back to William Morrow, now HarperCollins, where many of her books have remained in print ever since, offering new meanings to new generations of Americans. A century after her birth, they are offered once again, now for a new millennium, and today they still have much to offer on how individuals mature in their social settings and how human communities can adapt to change.

Several of Mead’s field trips focused on childhood. Writers have been telling parents how to raise their children for centuries; however, the systematic observation of child development was then just beginning, and she was among the first to study it cross-culturally. She was one of those feminists who have combined an assertion of the need to make women full and equal participants in society with a continuing fascination with children and a concern for meeting their needs. A culture that repudiated children “could not be a good culture,” she believed. [Blackberry Winter: My Earlier Years, New York: William Morrow and Company, 1972, p. 206.]

After studying adolescents in Samoa, she studied earlier childhood in Manus (Growing Up in New Guinea) and the care of infants and toddlers in Bali; everywhere she went, she included women and children, who had been largely invisible to earlier researchers. Her work continues to affect the way parents, teachers, and policy makers look at children. I, for one, am grateful that what she learned from the sophisticated and sensitive patterns of childcare she observed in other cultures resonated in my own childhood. Similarly, I have been liberated by the way her interest in women as mothers expanded into her work on gender (Sex and Temperament and Male and Female).

In addition to this growing understanding of the choices in gender roles and childrearing, the other theme that emerged from her fieldwork was change. The first postwar account of fieldwork that she brought to her longtime publisher described her 1953 return to the Manus people of New Guinea, New Lives for Old. This was not a book about how traditional cultures are eroded and damaged by change but about the possibility of a society choosing change and giving a direction to their own futures. Mead is sometimes labeled a “cultural determinist” (so obsessed are we with reducing every thinker to a single label). The term does reflect her belief that the differences in expected behavior and character between societies (for instance, between the Samoans and the Manus) are largely learned in childhood, shaped by cultural patterns passed on through the generations that channel the biological potentials of every child, rather than by genetics. Because culture is a human artifact that can be reshaped, rather than an inborn destiny, she was not a simple determinist, and her convictions about social policy always included a faith in the human capacity to learn. After the 1950s, Mead wrote constantly about change, how it occurs, and how human communities can maintain the necessary threads of connection across the generations and still make choices. In that sense, hers was an anthropology of human freedom.

Eventually, Mead wrote for Morrow the story of her own earlier years, Blackberry Winter, out of the conviction that her upbringing by highly progressive and intellectual parents had made her “ahead of her time,” so that looking at her experience would serve those born generations later. She never wrote in full of her later years, but she did publish a series of letters, written to friends, family, and colleagues over the course of fifty years of fieldwork, that bring the encounter with unfamiliar cultures closer to our own musings. Although Letters from the Field was published elsewhere, by Harper & Row, corporate metamorphoses have for once been serendipitous and made it possible to include Letters from the Field in this HarperCollins series, where it belongs. Mead often wrote for other publishers, but this particular set of books was linked by that early desire to spell out what her personal and professional experience could and should mean to Americans. That desire led her to write for Redbook and to appear repeatedly on television, speaking optimistically and urgently about our ability to make the right choices. Unlike many intellectuals, she was convinced of the intelligence of general readers, just as she was convinced of the essential goodness of democratic institutions. Addressing the public with respect and affection, she became a household name.

Margaret Mead’s work has gone through many editions, and the details of her observations and interpretations have been repeatedly critiqued and amended, as all pioneering scientific work must be. In spite of occasional opportunistic attacks, her colleagues continue to value her visionary and groundbreaking work. But in preparing this series, we felt it was important to seek introductions outside of ethnography that would focus on the themes of the books as seen from the point of view of Americans today who are concerned about how we educate our children, how we provide for the full participation of all members of society, and how we plan for the future. Times change, but comparison is always illuminating and always suggests the possibility of choice. Teenage girls in Samoa in the 1920s provided an illuminating comparison with American teenagers of that era, who were still living in the shadow of the Victorian age, and they provide an equally illuminating comparison with girls today, who are under early pressure from demands on their sexuality and their gender. Preteen boys in Manus allow us to examine alternative emphases on physical skills and on imagination in childhood—and do so across fifty years of debate about how to offer our children both. Gender roles that were being challenged when Mead was growing up reverted during the postwar resurgence of domesticity and have once again opened up—but the most important fact to remember about gender is that it is culturally constructed and that human beings can play with the biology of sex in many different ways. So we read these books with their echoes not only of distant climes but also of different moments in American history, in order to learn from the many ways of being human how to make better choices for the future.





introduction to the Perennial edition


Anthropology means the study of the human race, no more, no less—mankind’s proper study, as the poet Alexander Pope declared two centuries ago. Yet for generations it seemed to the public one of the most abstruse and inaccessible subjects of academic research, pursued by pale scholars in museum laboratories who sat surrounded by skeletons and devices for measuring prehistoric skulls. It provided material for satires and limericks and, paradoxically, seemed far removed from the preoccupations of daily life.

It was the author of this book, Margaret Mead, who almost single-handedly changed all this. She made anthropology a matter of universal interest, to be popularized in journalism and made a favorite field of undergraduate ambition. Thanks to her, for a few decades anthropology became all the rage, and Margaret Mead became all the rage too. Along with Eleanor Roosevelt, she became one of the best-known women in America, a household name, a true celebrity at the dawn of the Age of Celebrities. She was a champion of many causes—women’s rights, world peace, child welfare—and she proclaimed them with gusto and conviction. She was a star of the talk-show circuit, and with her trademark thumb-stick in her hand she was recognized wherever she went; once, in New York’s Central Park, a total stranger actually fell on his knees before her to express his admiration.

Mead was one of the very few serious scientists ever to achieve this level of popular recognition—for while she appeared regularly on the Johnny Carson show, she was also a distinguished curator of ethnology, at the American Museum of Natural History. After her death in 1978, in fact, she was made more famous still by purely academic controversy, concerning methods of anthropological analysis. It is this mixture of diligent scholarship and abundant human enthusiasm that enabled her to share the fascinations of her profession with the public at large: for while the themes of her many books were usually profoundly scientific, they were presented in a way that made them bestsellers. It was because Margaret Mead was researching the incidence of schizophrenic-like behaviors in Bali that the very name of the place became synonymous with exotic beauty; her book Coming of Age in Samoa alerted an entire generation to the notion that sexual tastes and mores might vary from culture to culture—and led indirectly, so some say, to the new sexual freedoms of the 1960s.

Letters from the Field is unique among her published works because it really is a collection of letters. They were written to friends at home rather in the manner of family Christmas messages, and they report not so much the results of the research she has done, but the way in which she did it. The book is interspersed with explanations of what her work was about, and what it achieved, but mostly it is a day-to-day account of her life in the dozen or so remote places, mostly in the Pacific, to which anthropology took her—from an almost antediluvian Samoa in the 1920s to an about-to-be-touristy Caribbean nearly fifty years later. It is, above all, a book of travels, and its central figure always is no Papuan headhunter or Polynesian sorcerer, but Margaret Mead herself, dumpy, 5'2½", indefatigable, and inexhaustibly inquisitive.

Travel books come in many categories, from guidebooks to memoirs, and they naturally overlap. Of the more literary sort, though, there are two particular varieties. On the one hand there is the book that tries to get inside the place or the people it chronicles, tries to see life from the indigenous side, tries to feel as the local inhabitants feel. On the other hand there is the more detached work kind, which aims chiefly to record the effect of a place or a way of life upon the author’s own sensibility. Most of the masters of the genre of travel writing from Alexander Kinglake, Mark Twain, or Patrick Leigh Fermor to Paul Theroux, Colin Thubron, or Jonathan Raban, have written primarily in this latter vein. They are, of course, telling their readers what a country and its inhabitants are like, but, more exactly, they are recording what it feels like to them.

Professionally, by the very nature of her discipline, Margaret Mead belonged to the first category of travel writer. But among her fellow scientists she was famous (and among some, notorious) for arguing the predominance of environment over heredity in moulding the individual, and perhaps this was why she was especially gifted at evoking settings, surroundings, displays, tropic storms and sunshine. In this collection of letters, especially, since she is writing them for friends, she vividly expresses her own feelings throughout—a proper extension, to my mind, of the anthropological discipline, as well as the basis for the best kind of travel writing.

Letters from the Field is necessarily a period piece—its earliest writing dates from the 1920s, its latest from the 1970s—but it is a period piece in more than one sense. It describes preliterate cultures of the South Pacific as they were when Western civilization had hardly touched them, and it also documents the times when these cultures were taking their first tentative steps into the comity of the world at large. Margaret Mead first knew some of these territories as largely illiterate colonial backwaters. By the time of her last visits, they were already developing their own political institutions. And by now, of course, most communities of the South Pacific can watch the world news on CNN or catch the local TV game shows, so Mead’s book acquires yet another dimension.

It is difficult for us to imagine now the astonishingly recondite societies into which Margaret Mead, as a fledgling scientist fresh from college, found herself plunged in the 1920s and 1930s. She writes of sorcerers and taboos, peculiar rites and spectacular processions, trancedances, magic masks, incomprehensible conventions, and relationships of baffling complexity. The language of the Mountain Arapesh had eleven genders, each with its own numerals, together with twenty-two third-person pronouns. In Kenakatem, Mead was presented with a sacred flute that symbolized a baby crocodile: it had to be fed sacred food, which her houseboys ate “and were very happy.” In Bali, a man with curly hair, or whose wife has curly hair, could not belong to a village council. On Manus, when a man had his ears pierced, five women of his father’s family had to cook his meals for five days upon a special fire.

Margaret Mead groped, laughed, and marvelled her way through such impenetrable mysteries with evident delight. She was dauntless. She was paddled about in fragile canoes. She lived in rickety thatched huts. She attended countless dark and smoky ceremonials. She didn’t mind what she ate. She lived cheek by jowl with babies and priests, chieftains and painted wizards. She once spent seven solid hours sitting on her feet at a Balinese funeral, smoking cinnamon cigarettes and drinking a beverage made of horseradish. The mosquitoes were so unbearable on the Yuat River that she had to work in a sort of box, nine feet by ten, in which food was passed to her through a trap door. “Haven’t we a fine lot of different peoples to ring the changes on?” she exclaims exuberantly once, and her zest for this demanding life never seems to flag.

Just occasionally, to a reader at the start of the twenty-first century, attitudes jar. There sometimes seems something intrusive to this incessant probing into other people’s affairs, something vaguely suggestive of paparazzi or tabloid press. It is disturbing nowadays to learn that Gregory Bateson, her husband and colleague in the field, kept his own fighting cocks in the interests of ethnological research. When Mead says a neighboring tribe has been “badly missionized,” it sounds to us as though she would have preferred them to be forever stuck in enthralling primitivism, and when one anthropologist urges another to “do the Washkuk,” it rings all too like tourists claiming to have “done the Taj Mahal” or “knocked off Budapest.”

But, in fact, Margaret Mead, at least in the years of her maturity, was anything but reactionary in her views. She was fascinated by tribal survivals, but she welcomed constructive change. When, in later life, she revisited her once illiterate and weirdly superstitious friends of the South Pacific, she was not at all affronted to find them in jeans and T-shirts, listening to their radios. I am sure she foresaw in her extremely clever and conscientious young Balinese helper Madé, as we do in reading about him, the Asian surgeons, scientists and mathematicians who were to astonish the world half a century later. One of her characteristic maxims was, after all, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world.”

She was not, one gathers, altogether an easy woman. She could be dogmatic and argumentative. What these letters tell us, though, is that she could never be dull, never be bored, and was nearly always fun. The advantage of art over science is that it never gets out-of-date—out of fashion, perhaps, but never supplanted. Margaret Mead’s anthropological theories may be disputed, and her conclusions superseded, but they are irrelevant to the appeal of this book. Nobody would claim that it is great literature, but it is indisputably art—the expression of its writer’s own feelings and instincts, truthfully transmuted into words.

But then the grandest forms of art, too, are devoted to the study of the human race in all its splendors, squalors, and quiddities. “Art and Science cannot exist,” said the poet William Blake, “except in minutely organized Particulars.” In Margaret Mead they co-existed precisely in the talent for minutely organized Particulars and the irrepressible interest in every single thing around her that illustrates the pages of this work.

—Jan Morris





introduction


These letters from the field are one record, a very personal record, of what it has meant to be a practicing anthropologist over the last fifty years.

Field work is only one aspect of any anthropologist’s experience and the circumstances of field work—the particular circumstances of any one occasion—are never twice the same nor can they ever be alike for two fieldworkers. Yet field work—the unique, but also cumulative, experience of immersing oneself in the ongoing life of another people, suspending for the time both one’s beliefs and disbeliefs, and of simultaneously attempting to understand mentally and physically this other version of reality—is crucial in the formation of every anthropologist and in the development of a body of anthropological theory. Field work has provided the living stuff out of which anthropology has developed as a science and which distinguishes this from all other sciences.

Field work is, of course, very ancient, in the sense that curious travelers, explorers and naturalists have gone far afield to find and bring home accounts of strange places, unfamiliar forms of plant and animal life and the ways of exotic peoples. Ancient records refer to the unusual behavior of strangers, and for thousands of years artists have attempted to capture some living aspects of the peoples and creatures evoked in travelers’ tales or the sacred mythology of some distant, little-known people. A generation ago students still were given Greek and Latin texts through which they not only learned about high civilizations ancestral to our own but also gained a view of exotic peoples as they were described by Greeks and Romans in their own era. In fact, generation after generation, philosophers and educators, historians and naturalists, polemicists and revolutionaries, as well as poets and artists and storytellers, have drawn on the accounts of peoples who seemed more idyllic or more savage or more complexly civilized than themselves.

But only in this century have we attempted systematically to explore and comprehend the nature of the relationship between the observer and that which is observed, whether it is a star, a microscopic particle, an ant hill, a learning animal, a physical experiment or some human group isolated for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years from the mainstream of the world’s history as we know it. Throughout my lifetime the implications of the inclusion of the observer within the circle of relevance have enormously widened and deepened. Einstein lectured at Columbia University while I was an undergraduate at Barnard. I read Erwin Schrödinger’s Science and the Human Temperament when it appeared in English in 1935. And of course I belong to the generation of those who learned from Freud that observers of human behavior must become aware of how they themselves have become persons and respond to those whom they are observing or treating. This kind of consciousness was systematized in psychoanalytic theory and practice as transference and counter-transference; analysts, attending intensively to the slightest change in the rhythm of their analysands’ speech or movement, learned to attend at the same time to their own flow of imagery and to grasp the relationship between the two.

As these insights became widely known and were incorporated in scientific thought and practice, a counter-tendency also developed among certain scientists concerned with the study of human behavior. Having discovered how deeply the observer is involved in what is observed, they made new efforts to ensure objectivity and to systematize methods of observation that would minimize the effect of observer bias. Sophisticated statistical methods were developed that effectively eliminate the individual observation as well as the individual observer. Experiments were devised using double-blind methods and observers were given formal check lists on which to note, for example, the behavior of infants in such ways that no hint of intuitive response would be preserved in the records that eventually saw the light of day.

In the natural sciences students were carefully trained to cast every experiment within a rigid framework that controlled the development of hypotheses, the use of methods of recording and analysis and the limits of the conclusions—a style of research recording that for a long time almost completely disguised the actual complexities of scientific advance under a mask of uniform orderliness. Following this precedent, social scientists elaborated the paraphernalia of objective social science. Their methods, identified as “science,” were pitted against what were called “impressionistic” methods, in which the records of the human observer were presented without the sanitizing operations which appeared to remove the observer from the scene.

In this conflict between those who attempted to mechanize the intelligence and skills of the observer and those who tried to make the most of the idiosyncratic skills and intuitions of the observer, by enlarging and deepening the observer’s self-awareness, anthropologists occupied a middle ground.

We were slowly devising ways in which our reports on the culture of a primitive people could be made objective in the sense that another fieldworker, comparably trained, might be expected to elicit the same order of data from members of the same culture. This was particularly the case in linguistics, since methods of standardized phonetic recording can be used to reproduce the regularities of an unwritten language in such a way that the data can be analyzed and used for comparative purposes by other linguists. In this work the sensitivities of the individual human ear are fully enlisted, both the ear of the native speaker of the language to whom the field linguist must present alternative sound sequences and the ear of the fieldworker who writes down the language. Today this can be supplemented by tape recordings of the process, which allow another listener to hear and compare.

With less initial precision—for language has the special advantage of being coded by speaker and listener in the same way—cultural anthropologists learned to record the kinship usages of a people by fitting the terms to the biological phenomena of reproduction, so that the terms for mother’s brother, for example, or daughter’s son can be as unequivocally specified as the method by which the outrigger of a canoe is lashed to the canoe can be described and diagramed.

Through the use of such techniques—and the training of students to use these techniques reliably and confidently—the ethnographic monograph came to contain a large body of ordered information which was reasonably independent of observer bias, whether that bias was owing to ethnocentricity, temperamental preferences, research interests or applied aims. Our methods of describing a ceremony or an economic exchange or the complex details of an agricultural process and of recording the texts of folktales and myths have become sufficiently formalized so that, if a large body of such diversified data is split in half, others trained in the same paradigms may be expected, by careful analysis, to arrive at comparable results.

But we were also developing a special approach to field work as a whole. That is, while we were learning how to apply the various formal techniques in the field—how to take down linguistic texts in phonetic script and how to learn a language and record it, how to trace socially contrived relationships through the ramifications of biologically derived relationships, how to relate a people’s own color classifications to a color chart based on our contemporary understanding of the psychophysiology of color perception and, especially, how to teach our informants how to teach us—we were also learning how to live in the field. This became known as “participant observation.” It began as the observer moved from the mission compound or from the rocking chair on the porch of some inn or the office of a colonial administrator to the place where the people actually live.

However, this is only the beginning. Living in the village by night as well as by day and for long uninterrupted months, the field anthropologist witnesses thousands of small events which never would have become visible, let alone intelligible, at a greater distance. It is, in fact, a very peculiar situation, for while the anthropologist “participates” in everyday life he—or she—also observes that participation and both enters into genuinely meaningful and lasting relationships with individuals and learns from those relationships the nature of “relating” in that society.

It is sometimes assumed that participant observation means taking on a kind of protective coloring or even assuming a disguised or a fictitious role—an “as if” relationship to the people among whom one is living—as a way of observing them. Actually there is a kind of absurdity in this, as the fieldworker is always present notebook in hand, asking questions, trying to learn and to understand, and the field work becomes rich and rewarding to the extent that the people one is studying accept the legitimacy of one’s work and at least some of them, in turn, begin to develop the second-level consciousness of self-awareness.

This new kind of field work, in which anthropologists live for an extended period in the midst of the people whose way of life they wish to understand, was just beginning when I entered anthropology. During the next decade it was developed, almost independently, in England by Bronislaw Malinowski and his students and in the United States by the students Franz Boas sent into the field to work on new kinds of problems in which an intimate understanding of many individual members of a primitive society was necessary. Our methods, which developed out of the conditions in which we worked, were grounded—as they still are—in certain fundamental theoretical assumptions about the psychic unity of mankind and the scientist’s responsibility to respect all cultures, no matter how simple or how exotic, and to appreciate the worth of the people who are studied in order to increase our systematic understanding of the capacities and potentialities of Homo sapiens.

We knew that we had been bred in our culture and could never lose our own cultural identity; we could only learn about others through the recognition that their membership in their culture and our membership in ours, however different in substance, were alike in kind. But we did not yet recognize that every detail of reaching the field and of interchange with those who tried to bar or who facilitated our way to our field site was also part of our total field experience and so of our field work. This we have learned very slowly as we have learned to use our disciplined subjectivity in the course of a long field trip among isolated peoples distant in time and space from our own society. We have learned that every part of the field experience becomes part of our evolving consciousness—the impressions gained on the journey, our interchanges with government personnel at many levels, with missionaries and teachers and businessmen, the inaccurate as well as the accurate information accumulated from other travelers, the bright or the subdued light in which we first glimpse the villages where we intend to work, the letters that reach us, the books we read, the chills and fevers that accompany work in hot jungles or high, cold mountains.

When I started to write these letters, I had no sense that I was discussing the making of a method, that in making what I was doing intelligible to myself and to my family and friends I was recording steps in the development of a new kind of holistic approach. But I returned from my first field trip to Samoa to discuss the relationship between Samoans and the United States Navy not in terms of an ideologically defined separation of exploiting imperialists and an exploited people, but in the light of my own experience of the way both groups, through their perceptions of each other, were becoming part of a larger whole. However, it was only twenty-five years later—and only after the Manhattan Project had produced the atom bomb—that I realized the basic difference between such a project, which could be pursued in isolation from the rest of the society, and the applications of anthropological knowledge, which depend on the diffusion throughout the wider society of the particular findings about the capacities of our human nature and the constraints imposed by our shared common humanity.

From my own first field trip to Samoa participation has involved entering into many facets of the life of the people I have worked among—eating the food, learning to weave a mat or make a gesture of respect or prepare an offering or recite a charm as they had been taught to do, using the disciplined awareness of how I myself felt in the circumstances as one further way of coming to understand the people who were my teachers as well as the subjects of my study.

For the anthropologist living in the midst of a village, waking at cock crow or drum beat, staying up all night while the village revels or mourns, learning to listen for some slight change in the level of chatter or the cry of a child, field work becomes a twenty-four-hour activity. And everything that happens, from the surly refusal of a boatman to take one across the river to one’s own dreams, becomes data once the event has been noted, written up, photographed or tape recorded.

As the inclusion of the observer within the observed scene becomes more intense, the observation becomes unique. So the experience of each fieldworker on each particular field trip differs from all other comparable experience. This, too, must be part of one’s awareness. And the more delicate and precise the methods of recording—and I have lived through all the improvements from pencil and notebook and still photography to video tape—the more fully these unique experiences become usable parts of our scientific data. Equipped with instruments of precision and replication that were developed to meet the requirements of natural scientists for objectivity and replicable observations, human scientists are able to bring back from the field records of unique, subjectively informed experience which can be analyzed and later reanalyzed in the light of changing theory.

But the process of obtaining the information is very curious and exacting. Psychoanalysts, who must pay such intense and continuous attention to every slightest nuance in the communication process, at the end of the day can close the door of their consulting room, turn off their insightful attention and go out into the world to become, apparently, as unselfconsciously unaware as the least analyzed of their acquaintances. The field anthropologist cannot give the same kind of undivided attention to the full kaleidoscope of events, all of which together become the background experience which must be turned into data—the behavior of a woman with a fish to sell, the behavior of two children watching an old man who is preparing to tell a tale, the expression of a boy with a bleeding cut to be bound up. But field anthropologists never can turn off their attention. Visitors from outside this closed circle of attention are both a temptation and an interruption. Letters from home wrench one’s thoughts and feelings inappropriately away.

Nevertheless, letters written and received in the field have a very special significance. Immersing oneself in life in the field is good, but one must be careful not to drown. One must somehow maintain the delicate balance between empathic participation and self-awareness, on which the whole research process depends. Letters can be a way of occasionally righting the balance as, for an hour or two, one relates oneself to people who are part of one’s other world and tries to make a little more real for them this world which absorbs one, waking and sleeping.

Over the years I have come to realize that each generation of young anthropologists can only build on the present. They can’t go back and they can’t do it over again. They have to go on in a world that has changed, making observations and developing theory in ways that were not yet possible before their own teachers went to the field and that will no longer fully satisfy their own students when they, in turn, begin their field research. Books and monographs record the outcome of field experience. But we have very few records, written for others to read, of field work in process.

These letters constitute such a record. For from the very first letter, written when the whole adventure of my field work was still before me, to the most recent ones, which incorporate in some sense all my changing field work experience, they were designed to be read by a group of people, and a very diverse group at that, to whom for various reasons I wanted to remain explicable. When I wrote that first letter, in the summer of 1925, I was on the long sea voyage that was taking me by stages to Samoa, where my family and friends had never been and probably would never go. There was no way of knowing what lay ahead in the many months I would spend on those far Pacific islands, but I wanted them to share somehow in what happened so that, when I came home, they would know me better, not as a stranger but as myself.

I knew my parents would have no difficulty with the idea of field work. My mother, as a graduate student in sociology, had made a study of Italian immigrants and my father treated the troubles of small businesses, which his students in corporation finance brought to him for consultation, as so many short field trips into the real world. But neither my mother nor my father had ever been out of the United States or further west than Iowa. My grandmother had given me a sense of what natural science was about and had taught me botany, but she had no real feeling for studying strange and exotic peoples, who were stereotyped in some mental image of “the wild man of Borneo.” And I think that in the beginning I saw my grandmother at the center of my audience—the one person whom I wanted most to understand what my work was about and the one it would be hardest to convince that I had chosen well in becoming an anthropologist.

My friends were a small close group. We were bound together by our interest in poetry and the theater and by the importance we gave to our personal relationships, our intense friendships, our love affairs and our struggles to relate ourselves to men and women in the next older generation who were close to us in mind but far removed in practice. What each of us was writing, who had fallen in love with whom, how we severally coped with miseries that kept us still together—these were our common preoccupations. There were also my student husband, Luther Cressman, who was traveling in Europe and who wrote to me describing paintings and places he especially liked, and my former college roommate, Louise Rosenblatt, who wrote to me from Grenoble, where she was preparing to write her thesis, L’Idée de l’art pour l’art dans la littérature anglaise pendant la période Victorienne. All these formed a second group. The third group included my parents-in-law, a country doctor and his musician wife, and my five brothers-in-law, whose interests then or later centered in the natural sciences.

Everyone for whom I was writing those field letters from Samoa was clear in my mind, as clear as if I were writing to each one alone. I could visualize how they looked, imagine what they were feeling and guess what their questions would have been had they been present. In fact, I hardly had to do so, for every six weeks while I was in Samoa a boat would bring the mail—a huge batch of seventy or eighty letters, which I would sit and stare at, spread out on my bed, bracing myself for whatever news they brought, whatever questions they raised.

Scattered through my earlier field letters are a handful written to individuals, people with whom I had a professional as well as a personal relationship—Franz Boas, who was still my professor when I wrote to him from Samoa; Ruth Benedict, who had arranged for the summer field work on the Omaha reservation, about which I wrote to her; William Fielding Ogburn, whose student assistant I had been; and Clark Wissler, who was the chairman of my department at the American Museum of Natural History. I have included these few personal letters both for the sake of their content and because they touch on professional preoccupations.

Because I typed my letters, I could make several copies and I worked hard to make each letter intelligible to this varied, known and loved group of people. What I did not learn until I returned home from my first field trip late in 1926 was how many other people—relatives of relatives, members of my mother’s little high-brow reading circle, neighbors, friends of friends and friends’ lovers—read my letters or the copies typed by my mother, among others, to be passed on.

In this manner a style was set during my first field trip, in which I wrote for an intimate, identified audience that widened but without my willing it. As the years went by I adapted my writing to that knowledge by including as probable readers unknown others who were close to people who were close to me—an audience at one step removed from intimacy. This continued up to the war years.

After the war, when I returned to New Guinea in 1953, new methods of reproduction made it possible for me to have twenty-five or fifty or a hundred copies made at home to mail to an ever-widening circle. Then, as the group grew larger, the subject matter about which I wrote in my field letters became somewhat more formal. Later still, an occasional field letter was published or was used as the basis for an article or by a biographer writing for children. I myself published parts of several field letters in a chapter in Women in the Field, edited by Peggy Golde, a book designed to give women—and men, as well—some idea of what field work is like.

Through the years, as people who had read my first letters died and others came to take their place, field work became a commonplace among young anthropologists, who experienced hardships beside which my own discomforts and discomfitures appear trivial. And in these years the adventure of field work, of the attempt to enter deeply into another culture, became more rather than less exciting. Moreover, understanding of the relationship between what the anthropologist does in the field and the results of that research assumed new dimensions as books were published, books that appealed to a wide audience and in time became part of the undergraduate curriculum in many colleges—such books as Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific, Reo Fortune’s Sorcerers of Dobu, Edward Sapir’s Language, my Coming of Age in Samoa, Ruth Benedict’s Patterns of Culture and Ruth Bunzel’s The Pueblo Potter.

In the 1920s, when so few people knew anything at all about field work, it seemed to me necessary to describe in my letters each step in the process of groping my way into unknown territory. But writing from New Guinea on later field trips, I felt it was more important to document the series of accidents that determined the actual location of a field site. This was in response to an accusation anthropologists were beginning to encounter, namely, that we found what we were looking for. Those who had—and have—no sense of how highly and diversely cultures are patterned could not—and even today cannot—imagine how different one’s research emphases would have been had the carriers or the canoe crew offloaded one’s paraphernalia among another people only a few miles further on, but still almost as difficult to reach as the moon.

Although the number of those who read my field letters grew very considerably over time and the changing appreciation of anthropology among literate Americans led me to cast my preoccupations in a some-what different mold, these letters still were addressed to readers who knew me—as I knew them—very well or at least to readers who were given the letters by someone who could describe the kind of person I am. Unlike a journal, they were never simply jottings for myself, which I then passed on to others. Nor were they the kind of self-conscious production in the form of a “private” diary which some writers construct for posterity—for an unknown audience of readers as yet unborn who, it is assumed, will be deeply interested in the agonies and ecstasies of creation.

In fact, I did keep a diary, complete but stripped of comment, as an index to events and records. This was an act of responsibility in case my field work was interrupted and someone else had to make sense of it. I also typed all my notes in the field so that they could be used by another person—and for this typing I came to use the best rag-content paper so that now, decades later, every page is intact. And I kept my private coding up to date just in case there might be a hurricane tonight or an earthquake tomorrow. My letters from the field were neither substitutes for proper field notes nor were they designed to orient some unfortunate successor who had undertaken to put my notes in order. They served another purpose.

Very rarely I have found a remark in a letter that somehow failed to get into my notes. The comment was then a useful supplement to the recorded state of my understanding of the culture at the date I wrote it. And once in a while in a letter I would describe some event with greater vividness—as I might later, writing a book—to convey the full sense of that particular occasion and at the same time to fix it in my mind.

But generally these letters were intended to convey to various people about whom I cared—in later years people with whom I had worked on committees, at conferences, on joint publications and in shared projects, as well as my family and old friends—what it was like on this trip, this year. Unlike an autobiography, in which one seeks to make oneself intelligible to an unknown audience, the letters were essentially a way of keeping up to date with the people who knew me best and with whom I liked to share some of my current preoccupations. Knowing this, the reader today may sense in these letters the kind of intimacy one usually experiences only in correspondence with one identified person, especially someone with whom the writer has had a long, complex relationship. Every word was measured for different people, each of whom was in some way close to me. The others, whom I did not know, remained accidental listeners at a conversation not expressly meant for them.

However, there were limits that I myself imposed. This collection might also be called “what I told my friends it was like to do field work.” I did not tell them all of it by any means. There were fits of homesickness, the sudden conviction that a wrong choice of field site had been forced on us, tremendous difficulties both when I did and when I did not identify happily with the people I was studying, bitter arguments and sometimes, especially in the years before the war, frustration at being so far removed from events that were reshaping the world. Dashes in Ruth Benedict’s diaries, published in An Anthropologist at Work, give some idea of the pictures she had in mind that developed out of the letters I wrote her from Samoa. But matters of this kind are best kept for letters to the one person who may be expected to understand and sympathize with some particular heartache. It would have made no more sense to broadcast one’s miseries than to have cast messages onto the waters of the wide Pacific, hoping for some uplifting return three or four months later. Nor would it have made sense to write in detail about the day-to-day intricacies of field work. Who else besides a handful of fieldworkers who shared ways of thinking about theory and method and the exigencies of field work would respond helpfully? Most emphatically, these letters do not present a whole, complete picture of what a fieldworker feels, even about field work. It is certainly not a picture that has been touched up with brighter colors. But there are omissions related to the fact that what I wrote about was selected for those who were concerned and interested, but not desperately concerned or deeply professionally involved.

Field work is today part of our everyday life in many forms. Visual records of births and deaths and open-heart surgery are displayed for a general audience on the television screen, arguments take place in Congress as to whether pupils in the fifth grade should be exposed to a documentary film in which they can see Eskimo children watching a seal being butchered, and in many settings hot discussions focus on the question of whether anyone should be allowed to take notes about other persons to which those others will not have full access. We see in photographs and on television coronations and funerals, political celebrations and public hangings, natural disasters and battles while they are going on, conveyed to us by satellite, and we have somehow to reconcile in our minds our own beliefs and preferences, whatever knowledge we may have and the images presented to us by the persons controlling the camera’s eye and the microphone.

Only during World War II did we begin to learn that anyone, anywhere in the world, might be listening. And from that time on the anthropologist had to assume a new responsibility to speak—and of course write—about every people in the world, however remote, in ways that they, their friends and their descendants would find bearable and intelligible.

But such an expectation of openness to the world did not exist before the war. Very few Americans had learned that mail could be opened by a government anxious to learn about one’s political loyalties or activities. True, in Samoa, cables were subject to scrutiny by the Navy in the interests of intelligence and once I was commanded to put into “plain English” a message which I had phrased as “Reiteration.”

For the most part anthropologists even then were careful in their books and articles and published reports to disguise identities and to protect those who might otherwise have come into conflict with officialdom over some colonialist government’s regulations. But, in personal letters, the respect or the irritation, the affection or the plain-spoken dislike that shines through was private to the extent that it was not designed for, and seemed most unlikely ever to reach, the eyes of those about whom we were writing. This seemed to be equally true of the fieldworker’s private diary, in which, having no one at all to talk to when he was angry or tired or depressed, he let himself go temporarily so that, the next morning, having faced his feelings, he was able to get on with his work in a reasonable frame of mind.

Fortunately, I never needed to keep such a diary. But there were other situations. I remember a photographer once asking: “Why don’t you take some popular brand of soap along and photograph those people using it? You could bring the picture back and sell it. They’ll never know!” It is true that they might not have then, but they would be very likely to today. Needless to say, this was not a kind of thing that appealed to me or to anthropologists in general. But in the mid-1920s, even when I was writing a book, I did not stop to consider, while I was disguising the names of the Samoan girls whose love affairs I was discussing, how their grandsons fifty years later would feel about their grandmothers’ behavior. Sometimes we were alerted by the comic, but almost invariably denigrating cartoons in a magazine like The New Yorker. More often we learned about misinterpretations and new kinds of resentment from the hot political controversies of the war years and events in the years that came after.

Nevertheless, in these letters, except when an individual might somehow be harmed, I have let stand statements made in a way I would not make them today. But my letters do reflect in various ways the changing sensitivities of later years. And for good reasons there may be no letters. In 1955, during my short return trip to Bali with Ken Heyman, in the midst of the swirling uncertainties of Dutch, Indonesian and Balinese politics, I wrote no letters at all and did not even risk transcribing my notes until I returned home.

We live in a world today in which an apparent slip of the tongue by a major political candidate and, equally, an imprudent remark on an open postcard mailed home by a Peace Corps worker in a Third World country can set off an international incident. In the prewar years when most of these letters were written, the principal hazard was that a lonely patrol officer might stop a police-boy with a mail bag, read one’s correspondence and then forget to send it on its way. But that was long ago. Now, in the face of the pride of a very new country like Papua New Guinea, one must be prepared to take full responsibility not only for all one says today but also for everything one said—or is said to have said—in the past that survives into the present.

I remember a sharp-tongued and very sophisticated old cousin of my mother’s commenting that she preferred the appendices to the text of my books. “They really tell you something,” she said. And, if the circumstance that in these letters I could take myself and my friends for granted proves to be difficult for some readers, there are other forms of publication to which they can turn. There is my autobiography, Blackberry Winter, in which I tried to describe what there was about my upbringing that made it possible for me to work with peoples who were, in those earlier days, very distant from us in evolutionary time and with very young people today to whom I have to try to speak clearly across the yawning generation gap of the mid-1960s. Elsewhere I have published intellectual autobiographical statements. There are the books designed for general audiences and, in addition, monographs and specialist papers related to all the peoples among whom I have done field work, samples of notes, samples of the process of transforming notes into general statements and samples of a day’s diary.

Because I think that field work—the intensive long months of trying to step as fully as one can into the reality of another culture—is a peculiar and tremendously exacting adventure, I have gathered together these letters from the field. I have not published all of them or, in some cases, the whole of long letters. In Samoa, my first field experience, where I was alone as a fieldworker, I wrote long and very full accounts in my field letters; only a fraction of them are included here. Where our working conditions were particularly difficult, as in Mundugumor, I did not write at length. And on almost every field trip, as the pace of work quickened and recording expanded with our growing knowledge, the gap between field letters grew. It is a pity that it is so, but it is also a realistic reflection of the field work situation.

These letters, then, are one record of the way modern anthropological field work evolved—a record, based on the experience of one fieldworker, of what goes into the making of a modern anthropologist and into the evolution of anthropological theory, which is both holistic and based on the analysis of the patterning of the finest detail. When the early letters were written, we did not even have a name for what we were doing, except the very general term “field work.” The major shift came when anthropologists went to live in the community and shared, twenty-four hours a day, in the sights and sounds, the tastes and smells, the pace and rhythm of a reality in which every detail was not only different in itself but was differently organized as a perceptual scheme.

Only very slowly did we begin to take into account that we ourselves change with each step of the journey, with each new image presented to us in some casual comment and with each day in the field as we learned the language and as nonsense syllables and meaningless gestures resolved themselves into elaborate patterns of behavior. The development of intensive photography made it possible to record some of these changes in our ability to see and understand in the contrast between photographs and films made the first day and the last.

Visually, the illustrations may make a great difference to some readers. With one or two exceptions, I was never able to send photographs home from the field and so my family and friends, for whom the Pacific islands were far more strange and distant then than they have become now, had to create an image of their own with far less to go on. Other fieldworkers, reading between the lines, will know “what the jest is worth.”


            I have eaten your bread and salt,

                I have drunk your water and wine.

            The deaths ye died I have watched beside,

                And the lives ye led were mine.

            I have written the tale of our life

                For a sheltered people’s mirth,

            In jesting guise—but ye are wise,

                And ye know what the jest is worth.



By now almost all the older adults and a great many of the young people on whom I depended in the field have died. Fa’amotu, my Samoan “sister” in Vaitogi, died in San Diego in the spring of 1976. But I Madé Kaler, our gifted and indefatigable secretary during our whole time in Bali, who later became head of a school in Den Pasar, is still well and active.

After an interval of forty years, when I found my Arapesh villagers again, reassembled at Hoskins Bay in New Britain, where they were participating in the development of a modern oil palm enterprise, there were only two women who had known me as adults. The others, children when we were in Alitoa, knew of me only as a myth. But in my own memory, in photographs and in words, those I never saw again live on, transfixed in time. In the mind of one who studied them as children, they became more than friends, much more than babies who were dosed and nursed back to health. For even the small children were collaborators in an undertaking that transcended both me and them—the attempt to understand enough about culture so that all of us, equally members of humankind, can understand ourselves and take our future and the future of our descendants safely in our hands.





part one

   Samoa, 1925–1926
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In the summer of 1925, when I said goodbye to my family and my student husband, Luther Cressman, at the B and O railroad station in Philadelphia and boarded a train that would take five days to reach San Francisco, I had all the courage of almost complete ignorance. I had read everything that had been written about the Pacific island peoples who had become known to the Western world through Captain Cook’s voyages, and I was deeply interested in the processes of change. But I myself had never been abroad or on a ship, had never spoken a foreign language or stayed in a hotel by myself. In fact, I had never spent a day in my life alone. The Social Science Research Council had declined to give me a grant because I was too young. The National Research Council, which had awarded me a fellowship in the biological sciences, trusted me with no more than one month’s stipend—$ 150—at a time.

Luther’s traveling fellowship was taking him to Europe. Mine was taking me to Samoa to carry out the task given to me by my professor, Franz Boas—to investigate to what extent the storm and stress of adolescence in our kind of culture is biologically determined and to what extent it is modified by the culture within which adolescents are reared. I imagine that my age and physique—at 23 years old I was 5 feet 2½ inches tall and weighed 98 pounds—had something to do with his choice. I had wanted to do my initial field work in some much more remote and “untouched” place in the South Seas. But Samoa proved to be a most felicitous choice. From no other Polynesian culture would I have returned with results that challenged so completely the prevailing belief that adolescent turmoil is wholly biologically determined and therefore inevitable.

In Samoa I had the full cooperation of the medical branch of the United States Navy. My father-in-law, a physician, had been a medical school classmate of the Surgeon General of the United States; this made possible tutoring in the language, my residence in the household of Edward Holt, a pharmacist’s mate, and the right to purchase supplies, which I needed as gifts, from the commissary.

The Samoans appreciated my seriousness and scholarship in such matters as learning about oratory and dancing, and during the few weeks in which I worked on formal ethnography we developed a productive interchange, in the course of which I learned a great deal about the intricacies of Samoan etiquette and my mentors profited by the many gifts courtesy required me to give. For the rest of the time, living as I did, I could work freely with children without any bother about status.

On my way home, in 1926, the ship on which I traveled from Pago Pago to Australia encountered one of the worst storms of the century, in which many ships were lost. From Sydney, I sailed for Marseilles on the maiden voyage of the S.S. Chitral. Reo Fortune, a young New Zealand psychologist, was a fellow passenger. His work on Freud’s and Rivers’ theories of dreams had won him a fellowship to study in England. We talked nonstop for six weeks, fitting all that each of us had learned into a new approach to the study of primitive peoples.

At the end of a summer in Europe I met Ruth Benedict at the meeting of the Congress of Americanists in Rome and came home to take up my new life at the American Museum of Natural History.

S.S. Matsonia

Last day at sea

August 10, 1925

The trip has been unfestive and uneventful, even the phosphorescence was chary of its company and only a few red-winged flying fish have danced for us. The ship’s company is motley and disconnected—a few working people touring for a three weeks’ vacation and anxious about volcanoes, wives and children joining husbands and fathers, island people returning for the winter, large numbers of native children shouting over the deck, three Roman Catholic priests and one dissenting minister, a Salvation Army family which was seen off by all the Salvationists in San Francisco, a rather hefty Sadie Thompson seen off by all the U.S. Navy and other such unrelated voyagers. . . .

My table has been fun. At first I sat with the three priests and a pious and gay Catholic lady. The conversation turned mainly upon various minor ecclesiastical dispensations and her
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