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I would like to try this microphone before I say anything

important. Can you hear in that group back there, back of the

Class, can you hear up here, can you hear over there? If you

can’t hear, if I wander from the mike or lose my voice or the

mike fails, as it so often does, if you will wave your hands,

I will try to adjust. That’s before anything else.

Now, members of the Graduating Class of 1978, Madame

President Person, Trustee Persons, Faculty Persons, Ladies and

Gentlemen, and Others. I have been asked to talk about what we

can predict, especially for womAn in the next 25 years. I want

to make very clear that whether there is going to be another 25

years is going to be up to us now: that we are living through

the most critical period that the human race has faced. We may

have faced something like it two million years ago but since

then we have never faced such a critical period, and unless we

bend every effort to control the very dangerous forces that we

have unleashed with nuclear power, with proliferating plutonium,

with proliferating degradation of the environment and prolifera

ting violence among human beings, we won’t be here, and there isn’t

any use talking about the future.

But there also isn’t any use not thinking about the future

because unless the future is worth living in, people won’t make

the effort to save the present we have. So any picture of the

future that is pessimistic and doomsday, any picture that says

we are going to live in a steadily deteriorating, degenerating

environment is also very dangerous. Because then we won’t make

the effort to save this planet and the people on it.
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So it is worthwhile to think about the futures we can have

that are not fixed. I don’t believe that anything is fixed. I

don’t believe that anybody knows--although some prophets are

better than others--but I do not believe anybody knows what is

going to happen. I think it is still up to us; each person’s

future and the choices they make are in their own power. You

may not live through it, but the choices you make are, neverthe

less, your own. So the picture that we have of what is going to

happen is very important.

Now, right through human history, we have had turning points,

turning points from which we never went back. The discovery of

fire was a turning point. Once fire was discovered and we dis

covered how to Make it, we could do all sorts of things that we

could never do before, and the chances of losing the knowledge

of making fire was very poor. So, people could wander where they

had never gone before, and people could cook food, and cooking

began, and the home began because the home began with cooking.

All of these things made a tremendous difference. When human

beings learned to plant seeds so they could begin to control their

food supply, this made a great difference. When they domesticated

animals and learned that they didn’t have to depend on hunting,

this made a great difference. For thousands of years after we

discovered how to plant seeds, agriculture was in the hands of

women, for the most part, and men, you know, cut down a few trees

and made a few speeches and the women did the work. Whereas the

care of animals, hunting and the herding was in the hands of men,

prima±’ily, societies that herded valued maleness and societies
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that were gardeners valued femaleness and female fertility very

highly.

Then somebody discovered how to fasten an animal to a

digging stick, which is what a plow is; a plow is the digging

stick that women hadused for thousands of years. When an animal

was fastened to it, men said, “It belongs to us, everything that

has animals is us.” So, we had modern agriculture with men

chained to the kind of subsistence activity that women’had always

been chained to, and one of the beginnings of civilization came

because men had been trying to get off the farm ever since they

got on it. It has provided tremendous motivations and uossibly,

if we remained hunters and gatherers, we never would have had

civilization because men were so happy, and there wasn’t any

reason for developing all the arts, and all the disadvantages of

great empires, of script, of all the things they have developed.

But when men developed agriculture and developed a way of having

enough food left over so that some people were freed from every

day labor, some men could become poets and prophets and generals

and administrators.

Nobody discovered any way to free women from their continuous

preoccupation with childbearing, up to the modern revolution (al

though there might be queens). The rajah who built the Taj Mahal

for his wife, might build her a beautiful.jewel box but she died

in childbirth with her fourteenth child, and there was no way

that it could be prevented. Society went on bringing up women

to want to spend their lives being mothers so that some of the

many children they bore would live, and most men to spend their
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entire lives being fathers so that they would care for the few

children that lived, and society would go on. It wasn’t until

modern medicine and it began to be possible to save the babies

that were born that we had the possibility of the world we have

now.

Now, we are suffering at present in that world because we

saved the babies and didn’t do much about the adults. We now

have a very disproportionate number of babies for the adults to

care for, and we have a very great danger from the population

explosion. Nevertheless, we are now entering a world in which

it is not necessary for anybody to spend their entire life being

a parent and in which parenthood will be part of life. Both men

and women can spend time being individuals and contributing as

individuals to the society they are living in. This is one of

the great events of our time that you are benefitting from. It

is the real reason why so many people are deciding not to have

children, because they know that there are enough children in the

world now and no matter what we do, there are going to be too

many in the next generation. Everyone is needed to care for them,

and so parenthood is changing from something that every human

being who is fully human has to do, to something, to a vocation,

to an elected vocation in which people will elect to be parents

if they think they will be good ones. They can elect to adopt

15 children or 50 children or they can elect to have biological

children, but they will become a vocation and not just a necessity

of being human.
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We are aiso engaged in something that is exceedingly impor

tant for educated women, that educated women are going to play a

very important part in. For the first time in human history, we

are trying to split occupation from gender. This has never been

done before. There are very few things that have been feminine

throughout history or masculine throughout history. Bearing

children has been feminine, and as far as we know, is going to

continue to be in spite of cloning, and women have always been

confined closer to home because there were babies to look after,

and you don’t go hunting with a baby on your hip, so distant

hunting, hunting large animals, taking long voyages, war, have

been male activities everywhere. This is one of the serious things

we have to think about. Is it safe to involve women in war. No

society that has involved women in war for very long has survived,

and we don’t know why, but it is quite possible that men have

restraints in war that wdmen don’t have, because women only fight

to protect their children, and when they are protecting their

children, they don’t have Christmas truces and all the other

things that men have invented to make war not quite lethal for

everyone.

There is one other universal in the world—-that what men have

done, whatever they do, is achievement, and whatever women do is

less. If men cook, it’s achievement and they are chefs, and if

women cook, it’s just what women do. If men weave, weaving is

important. If women weave, you know it’s what women do. This

is the universal, and we think it is probably a by-product of

both boys and girls being brought up by women. If you are going
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to have two sexes brought up by one sex, one sex has to talk

differently than the two sexes so that women have had to say to

girls, “Sit still, sit still. If you sit still long enough,

you can have a baby.” And they have had to say to boys, “Get

off my lap! Get out there, go hunting, do something, achieve

something, build the Empire State Building, get on with life.”

So boys have learned that to be human beings, they have to achieve.

Women learned that to be human beings they had to have children,

and they learned right through history. For the rest, cooking,

weaving, pot making, all sorts of things, have been either male

or female in different societies. In Europe, women milk. In

this country, men milk. It was too dangerous in this country to

have women milk so men suddenly made it a very masculine activity.

There are people who come to New York City and discover that in

America, men push baby carriages who come from countries with so

much machismo that they push baby carriages like males. There

are others that feel pushing baby carriages is the ultimate

degradation. They can’t survive.

Now for the first tine in human history, we are going to

try to change this. We are going to try to change the definition

of being human, including occupation. The definition of being

human will still include whether one is a male or a female, but

what one does will be not part of that definition. Now, this has

never been done before. We have shifted occupations around but

whatever men did was masculine, whatever women did was feminine.

If a man wove his bride’s costume, as he did among some of the

Indians, this was very masculine. If men made pots, pot making
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was a great enterprise. If women made pots, it wasn’t. Large

numbers of human beings have been sacrificed in every society

right through history because they didn’t fit the occupational

definition. If only women are supposed to be artists, a man who

is artistic is then branded as feminine. If only men are supposed

to deal with machinery, any woman who wanted to deal with machin

ery was branded as masculine. We have been wasting enormous

talents right through history by limiting any activity to gender,

and we are going to try not to do it. This is the big enterprise

that affects particularly people who are highly educated and are

going to be concerned with occupation. We are going to try to

say that a boy or a girl can do anything that is done in this

society. We •are not sure that there are not feminine ways of

doing things and masculine ways of doing things, but we don’t

know because we have never tried. So this is going to be a tre

mendous enterprise in which we are going to be able to say to

children, a boy or a girl, “Try anything. You want to be an en

gineer, you want to be an astronaut, you want to be a dressmaker,

you want to take care of children, you want to teach nursery

school children, O.K.” We don’t say one is maleand and the other

is female. Just, “try it and see what you make of it.”

This will also involve, of course, because we are asking

women to move out in the productive world--my voice is falling,

sorry. Is that right or was somebody just fixing their hat?

They’re always fixing their hats at Commencement.

We are going to be for the first time asking for equal shares

between men and women in the productive world and in the home,
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because you can’t ask women to spend a lot of time outside the

home unless you ask men to spend a lot of time inside the home.

Somebody has got to be there. You need somebody to look after

the baby. It can be either the male or the female, but it’s got

to be somebody. So men for the first time since very primitive

days are going to be taking care of small children, and children

are going to be reared by both sexes. So for the first time, a

little girl who has her father’s mind won’t have to feel she is

masculine because she has her father’s mind, or a little boy that

has his mother’s sensitivity to color won’t be told he has to be

an interior decorator and a homosexual because he is interested

in color, which is what we have done in the past. We are going

to be able to open to children every possible use of their gifts,

regardless of which parent they get them from or whether the

society has called it male or female.

Now, I was very mercifully preserved because I had my father’s

mind, but he had his mother’s and his mother lived with us. Now

if his mother hadn’t lived with us, and I watched my brother and

sister, who had my mother’s mind, and another sister, who came

from the Lord knows where, but we never found out... But, I had

very definitely my father’s mind. I might have thought that

meant I was masculine but when I had Grandma there all the time

to watch, I wasn’t under any such illusion.

This is what we are going to offer to children-—the choice

of using their temperment and their gifts, regardless of which

parent they come from, regardless of how society has stylized it

in the past, a chance to develop as persons and make contributions
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that they have never made before. Now, we don’t know we can do

it. It’s hard. It’s much easier to say all women cook. When

you get married you cook which means a lot of men get ulcers,

but they have been getting ulcers for thousands of years because

they said women did the cooking. Maybe they would like to get

rid of that now, but we don’t know for sure.

It’s going to be a very exciting adventure, and we will be

exploring whether women as women can make new contributions: whether

there are kinds of mathematics that were never invented until women

came in, whether there are kinds of engineering. Women are wonder

ful with electronics. They are awful with anything you, have to

wind up, any kind of a mechanical spring they don’t like. You

can’t communicate with it, so what they do is to shake it which

doesn’t improve it in most cases, but when you are dealing with

a computer and the computer is playing up and you have to sit

there and daydream about that computer until you finally say,

“Look in Box 469,” that is where women are very good because it

takes a lot of intuition to deal with a computer. All we mean

by feminine intuition is paying attention to other people and not

projecting on other people one’s own style of behavior. Women

have been doing that for a million years because they had to

feed a baby that was different from themselves. Well, if men

have to feed babies, they are going to find out it’s no use con

sulting their stomachs to find out if the baby is hungry. They

are going to have to look at the baby, which they have never

done. We don’t know what the results will be.
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we are hopeful that this will be exceedingly exciting, and you

are going to be involved in it. You are going to be involved

with a lot of men that think they have lost their manhood if

they have to work under a woman dean. You are going to work with

a lot of women who can’t work under other women, who think every

single boss ought to be male. We are going to have a lot of

difficulty because all of us have been brought up, even lucky

people like me with my grandmother, have been brought up with a

lot of prejudices as to what makes me a woman and someone else a

man. They are all here and we are going to have to get over

them, but it’s going to be exceedingly interesting and exceedingly

exciting and you are the generation that is going to make a break

through. So I commend it to you.

Remarks transcribed by Wheaton College from the talk delivered by
Margaret Mead, May, 1978.


