
How They Teach Us To Be Human: Unveiling
the Profound Power of Education
Education is an intrinsic aspect of human existence. It permeates every
facet of our lives, shaping our thoughts, behaviors, and relationships. Yet,
the intricacies of how education unfolds are often overlooked or taken for
granted. In her seminal work, "How They Teach Us To Be Human,"
renowned anthropologist Margaret Mead embarks on a cross-cultural
exploration to unravel the diverse ways in which humans transmit
knowledge, values, and skills to their young.
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Through vivid ethnographies and astute observations, Mead unveils the
profound influence of education in shaping our humanity. She argues that
education is not merely a process of imparting information, but rather a
complex and multifaceted endeavor that encompasses the transmission of
cultural norms, the development of cognitive abilities, the fostering of moral
values, and the cultivation of social skills.
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Cultural Variations in Education

One of the most striking insights emerging from Mead's research is the vast
diversity in educational practices across cultures. She highlights how
different societies employ unique methods to socialize their children into
the intricacies of their respective worlds. In some cultures, education is
primarily informal, occurring through everyday interactions within the family
and community. Children learn through observation, imitation, and
participation in daily activities.

In other cultures, more formal educational institutions exist, such as
schools or religious academies. These institutions are dedicated to the
explicit transmission of knowledge and skills. Yet, even within formal
settings, educational approaches vary significantly. Some societies
prioritize rote memorization and adherence to tradition, while others
emphasize critical thinking, creativity, and individual expression.

Mead's work underscores that there is no single, "correct" way to educate.
Rather, the most effective educational practices are those that are tailored
to the specific cultural context and the needs of the learners.

The Role of Education in Cognitive Development

Beyond the transmission of cultural norms and values, education plays a
crucial role in the cognitive development of individuals. Mead emphasizes
how exposure to language, symbols, and problem-solving challenges
stimulates the growth of cognitive abilities. Through education, children
learn to think critically, solve problems, and expand their understanding of
the world around them.



Mead also explores the cognitive implications of different educational
practices. For instance, she notes that cultures that emphasize rote
memorization may foster strong memory skills, while cultures that
encourage questioning and critical thinking may cultivate more developed
analytical abilities. Her work highlights the profound impact that educational
practices have on shaping the cognitive capacities of individuals.

The Cultivation of Moral Values

Education is not merely about the acquisition of knowledge and skills. It
also plays a central role in the development of moral values and ethical
behavior. Mead argues that every society has its own unique set of moral
principles that it seeks to inculcate in its members. These principles may
relate to issues such as honesty, respect, compassion, and cooperation.

Through education, children learn about these moral principles and are
encouraged to internalize them. This process involves both explicit
instruction and implicit modeling. Children observe the moral behaviors of
their parents, teachers, and other adults, and they gradually adopt these
behaviors as their own. In this way, education contributes to the
development of ethical individuals who are capable of making responsible
choices.

The Fostering of Social Skills

Education also plays a critical role in the development of social skills.
Through education, children learn how to interact effectively with others,
how to resolve conflicts peacefully, and how to participate in social
activities. These skills are essential for successful functioning in any human
society.



Mead describes how different cultures use different methods to foster social
skills. In some cultures, children are taught to be independent and self-
sufficient, while in others they are taught to be cooperative and
interdependent. The educational practices that a culture employs reflect its
own values and priorities regarding social relationships.

Margaret Mead's groundbreaking work, "How They Teach Us To Be
Human," provides a profound insight into the multifaceted nature of
education. By exploring the diverse ways in which humans transmit
knowledge, values, and skills to their young, Mead reveals the profound
power of education to shape our humanity. Her work challenges us to
rethink our own educational practices and to consider how we can best
foster the development of our children's cognitive, moral, and social
abilities.

As we continue to grapple with the challenges of educating future
generations, Mead's insights offer invaluable guidance. By embracing the
diversity of educational approaches and understanding the profound impact
that education has on our humanity, we can create a more just, equitable,
and compassionate world for all.
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