INTRODUCTORY NOTE: Margaret Mead (1901-1978) was one of the best-
known American anthropologists. She is most famous for her studying the
societies of the South Pacific, especially in Coming of Age in Samoa. In addition,
however, Mead used insights from her anthropological work to examine
contemporary American society. The following essay, condensed from one Mead
wrote in 1966 with French anthropologist Rhoda Metraux, comments on the role of
suggestion in the lives we lead. Webster defines superstition as "a belief, practice,
or rite held in spite of evidence to the contrary, resulting from ignorance of the
laws of nature or from faith in magic or chance." Mead and Metraux take a less
condemning view.

NEW SUPERSTITIONS FOR OLD

Once in a while there is a day when everything seems to run smoothly and even the
riskiest venture comes out exactly right. You exclaim, “This is my lucky day!” Then as an
afterthought you say, "knock on wood!" Of course, you do not really believe that knocking on
wood will ward off danger. Still, boasting about your own good luck gives you a slightly
uneasy feeling--and you carry out the little protective ritual. If someone challenged you at that
moment, you would probably say, "Oh, that's nothing. Just an old superstition."

But when you come to think about it, what is a superstition?

In the contemporary world most people treat old folk beliefs as superstitions--the belief,
for instance, that there are lucky and unlucky days or numbers, that future events can be read
from omens, that there are protective charms or that what happens can be influenced by casting
spells. We have excluded magic from our current world view, for we know that natural events
have natural causes.

Very commonly, people associate superstition with the past, with very old ways of
thinking that have been supplanted by modern knowledge. But new superstitions are
continually coming into being and flourishing in our society. Listening to mothers in the park in
the 1930's, one heard them say, "Now, don't you run out into the sun, or Polio will get you." In
the 1940's elderly people explained to one another in tones of resignation, "It was the Virus that
got him down." And every year the cosmetics industry offers us new magic--cures for baldness,
lotions that will give every woman radiant skin, hair coloring that will restore to the
middle-aged the charm and romance of youth--results that are promised if we will just follow
the simple directions. Families and individuals also have their cherished, private superstitions.
You must leave by the back door when you are going on a journey, or you must wear a green
dress when you are taking an examination. It is a kind of joke, of course, but it makes you feel
safe.

Child psychologists recognize the value of the toy a child holds in his hand at bedtime. It
is different from his thumb, with which he can close himself in from the rest of the world, and
it is different from the real world, to which he is learning to relate himself. Psychologists call
these toys--these furry animals and old, cozy baby blankets—*“transitional objects”; that is,



objects that help the child move back and forth between the exactions of everyday life and the
world of wish and dream.

Superstitions have some of the qualities of these transitional objects. They help people
pass between the areas of life where what happens has to be accepted without proof and the
areas where sequences of events are explicable in terms of cause and effect, based on
knowledge. Bacteria and viruses that cause sickness have been identified; the cause of
symptoms can be diagnosed and a rational course of treatment prescribed. Magical charms no
longer are needed to treat the sick; modern medicine has brought the whole sequence of events
into the secular world. But people often act as if this change had not taken place. Laymen still
treat germs as if they were invisible, malign spirits, and physicians sometimes prescribe
antibiotics as if they were magic substances.

It takes time for new ways of thinking to take hold, and often the transition is only partial.
Older, more direct beliefs live on in the hearts and minds of elderly people. And they are
learned by children who, generation after generation, start out life as hopefully and fearfully as
their forebears did. Taking their first steps away from home, children use the old rituals and
invent new ones to protect themselves against the strangeness of the world into which they are
venturing.

So whatever has been rejected as no longer true, as limited, provincial and idolatrous, still
leads a half life. People may say, "It's just a superstition," but they continue to invoke the
ritual's protection or potency. In this transitional, twilight state such beliefs come to resemble
dreaming. In the dream world a thing can be either good or bad; a cause can be an effect and an
effect can be a cause. Do warts come from touching toads, or does touching a toad cure the
wart? Is sneezing a good omen or a bad omen? You can have it either way--or both ways at
once. In the same sense, the half-acceptance and half-denial accorded superstitions give us the
best of both worlds.

TOPICS:
1. Mead and Metraux compare superstitions to "transitional objects." Explain fully the
correspondences between "transitional objects" and superstitions that Mead and Metraux
suggest, and explain why you do or do not find this comparison illuminating.

OR

2. The British political writer Edmund Burke (1729-1797) wrote "Superstition is the religion of
feeble minds." Compare Burke's view of superstition to that of Mead and Metraux, and explain
why you find one of the two more valid.



