
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 society in Europe and the United States. The 
following essay is condensed from one Mead wrote in 1966 with the 
French anthropologist Rhoda Metraux. In it, Mead and Metraux describe 
styles of friendship in France, Germany, and the United States. 

 
ON FRIENDSHIP 

 
       Few Americans stay put for a lifetime. We move from town to city to suburb, from high 
school to college in a different state, from a job in one region to a better job elsewhere, from 
the home where we raise our children to the home where we plan to live in retirement. With 
each move we are forever making new friends, who become part of our new life at that time. 
 
        As Americans use the word, "friend" can be applied to a wide range of relationships -- to 
someone one has known for a few weeks in a new place, to a close business associate, to a 
childhood playmate, to a man or woman, to a trusted confidant. There are real differences 
among these relations for Americans -- a friendship may be superficial, casual, situational or 
deep and enduring. But to a European, who sees only our surface behavior, the differences are 
not clear. 
 
      As they see it, people known and accepted temporarily, casually, flow in and out of 
Americans' homes with little ceremony and often with little personal commitment. They may 
be parents of the children's friends, house guests of neighbors, members of a committee, 
business associates from another town or even another country. Coming as a guest into an 
American home, the European visitor finds no visible landmarks. The atmosphere is relaxed. 
Most people, old and young, are called by first names. 
 
       In European countries, however, friendship is quite sharply distinguished from other, more 
casual relations, and is differently related to family life. For a Frenchman, or a German, 
friendship is usually more particularized and carries a heavier burden of commitment. 
 
       Who, then, is a friend? 
 
       In France, as in many European countries, friends generally are of the same sex, and 
friendship is seen as basically a relationship between men. Frenchwomen laugh at the idea that 
"women can't be friends," but they also admit sometimes that for women ''it's a different thing." 
And many French people doubt the possibility of a friendship between a man and a woman. 
There is also the kind of relationship within a group -- men and women who have worked 
together for a long time, who may be very close, sharing great loyalty and warmth of feeling. 
They may call one another copains -- a word that in English becomes "friends" but has more 
the feeling of "pals" or "buddies." In French eyes this is not friendship, although two members 
of such a group may well be friends. 
 



       For the French, friendship is a one-to-one relationship that demands a keen awareness of 
the other person's intellect, temperament and particular interest. A friend is someone who draws 
out your own best qualities, with whom you sparkle and become more of whatever the 
friendship draws upon. Your political philosophy assumes more depth, appreciation of a play 
becomes sharper, taste in food or wine is accentuated, enjoyment of a sport is intensified. 
 
       And French friendships are compartmentalized. A man may play chess with a friend for 
thirty years without knowing his political opinions, or he may talk politics with him for as long 
a time without knowing about his personal life. Different friends fill different niches in each 
person's life. These friendships are not made part of family life. A friend is not expected to 
spend evenings being nice to children or courteous to a deaf grandmother. These duties, also 
serious and enjoined, are primarily for relatives. Men who are friends may meet in a cafe. 
Intellectual friends may meet in larger groups for evenings of conversation. Working people 
may meet at the little bistro where they drink and talk, far from the family. Marriage does not 
affect such friendships; wives do not have to be taken into account. 
 
       In the past in France, friendships of this kind seldom were open to any but intellectual 
women. Since most women's lives centered on their homes, their warmest relations with other 
women often went back to their girlhood. The special relationship of friendship is based on 
what the French value most -- on the mind, on compatibility of outlook, on vivid awareness of 
some chosen area of life.  
 
       Friendship heightens the sense of each person's individuality. 
 
       In Germany, in contrast with France, friendship is much more articulately a matter of 
feeling. Adolescents, boys and girls, form deeply sentimental attachments, walk and talk 
together -- not so much to polish their wits as to share their hopes and fears and dreams, to form 
a common front against the world of school and family and to join in a kind of mutual 
discovery of each other's and their own inner life. Within the family, the closest relationship 
over a lifetime is between brothers and sisters. Outside the family, men and women find in their 
closest friends of the same sex the devotion of a sister, the loyalty of a brother. Appropriately, 
in Germany friends usually are brought into the family. Children call their father's and their 
mother's friends "uncle" and "aunt." Between French friends, who have chosen each other for 
the congeniality of their point of view, lively disagreement and sharpness of argument are the 
breath of life. But for Germans, whose friendships are based on mutuality of feeling, deep 
disagreement on any subject that matters to both is regarded as tragedy. Like ties of kinship, 
ties of friendship are meant to be irrevocably binding. Young Germans who come to the United 
States have great difficulty in establishing such friendships with Americans. We view 
friendship more tentatively, subject to changes in intensity as people move, change their jobs, 
marry, or discover new interests. 
 
 
 
 
TOPICS: (Write on one) 
 
 



1. Using the information Mead and Metraux supply, compare French friendships with German 
friendships. Be sure your essay has a thesis that draws together its specific comparisons. 
 
 
2. Explain how Mead and Metraux characterize American friendships, and respond to that 
characterization. Your response can draw on your experience, observation, and reading. 
 
 
 
. 
 


