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Abstract 

The territory of American Samoa in the southern Pacific, where I conducted fieldwork from 

January to June of 2017, has for many years been amongst the top places for recruiting 

personnel for the U.S. military. Everyone in American Samoa have a friend, sibling, family 

member or relative who are or have been in the military, and many use the military to gain 

access to education and money, and to help their family.  

In this thesis I explore the process of becoming U.S. Marines amongst a group of 

young people in American Samoa working to meet the requirements to go to boot camp. I 

argue that the time spent training for boot camp is simultaneously a period where they take 

the first steps towards acquiring the habitus and mindset of a Marine. I look at how they use 

shared values, brotherhood, as well as ways of thinking about progress, pain and how to live 

life, to create and maintain a shared identity as Marines. This topic is looked at through the 

lens of the body and the mind, and how they work together to create the Marine as a holistic 

and lifelong identity.  

 Being disciplined is a central part of being a Marine, and therefore also a central term 

in this thesis. The Marine Corps emphasize always having a high level of preparedness so 

they can be deployed fast when a crisis is at hand, making being disciplined a crucial trait for 

a Marine. The concept of discipline shows itself in the learning of bodily technique, dealing 

with pain, staying healthy and the willingness to do the work required. Being disciplined is 

also a big part of Samoan upbringing and social life. I therefore argue that my informants 

being used to discipline and hierarchy is an advantage when entering the military.  

 In short, this thesis is about the acquisition of Marine mindset and habitus, how the 

body is used to both learn and perform this, and in extension how the body, mindset and life 

of a Marine itself becomes a multi-vocal symbol representing the Marine Corps, the military, 

the U.S., good citizens etc. Being a Marine is viewed as more than a job. It’s a commitment to 

the Marine Corps and the country that lasts even after retirement. This thesis explores how 

this comes to the forefront in a holistic Marine identity that has its beginning in the stages 

before going to boot camp.  
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1 Introduction 

It was a warm Monday in March and I was out walking in the Tafuna area looking for 

something to do. I had been in American Samoa for almost two months and had spent time 

with some interesting and kind people, mostly students at the local community college, but 

felt I hadn’t found my focus. On this Monday I had been to Pago Pago international airport to 

cancel a ticket to Apia, Western Samoa I wasn’t going to use. The airport is called Pago Pago 

international airport even though it is located in Tafuna, 14.6km away from the village of 

Pago Pago. After dealing with my ticket I had nothing to do, so per usual I decided to take a 

walk. I walked southwest on the main road from the airport, passing Tafuna High school 

where I observed students practicing their drilling1, which I found interesting. I was in 

American Samoa because I knew about their massive recruitment to the American military 

(U.S. Army Reserve, 2016), and that I wanted to research the military, but struggled to find 

my way into the topic.  

Further down the road I came to the Veterans memorial stadium, the national stadium 

of American Samoa. I sat down on the bleachers at the stadium to write some notes about the 

abovementioned drilling. A young boy dressed in his Tafuna High School uniform, a white 

shirt and a red ‘Ie lavalava2 with the emblem of the school on it, comes and sit down behind 

me. We sit in silence for a while. It’s cloudy, but still nice. He’s relaxing and watching funny 

videos on a mobile device connected to the free, public internet at the stadium, I’m writing 

notes. Suddenly, a bee flies into my shorts and I impulsively hit my thigh. This motion makes 

the bee exit my shorts, flies right for the back of my knee and stings. Moments later, another 

bee comes flying, and this time I overreact and frantically wave my arms and shoot 

backwards up the bleachers. This reaction grabs the attention of the boy sitting behind me, 

and he asks me if I’m all right. I tell him what happened, and he tells me he once got stung by 

four bees at once while doing chores at home. He had heard they don’t sting if you stay 

completely still, but this apparently didn’t apply if you had already aggravated the bees. We 

introduced ourselves. Me, a 24-year-old master student from Norway, and he, an 18-year-old 

Samoan high school senior named Mike.  

                                                 
1 I later found out they were JROTC (Junior Reserve Officer training corps) students practicing for a competition 

in drilling held in April. More about JROTC in chapter two.  
2 A sarong worn by both men and women. Usual in anything from daily attire, uniforms to formal wear (then 

referred to as ‘Ie Faitaga).  
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After talking about bees for a while I asked what he was doing at the stadium this 

afternoon. He told me he had just finished school and was waiting for his PT-group3. As the 

conversation preceded I learned that his PT-group were training together because they were 

all going to the Marine Corps. I saw my chance and grabbed it. From my anthropological 

training before going to fieldwork I had learned that an ethnographic researcher should 

behave like that mildly awkward friend who invites themselves to parties and road trips, and 

so I did. I asked if I could join.  

An hour of waiting later, after being introduced to more members of the PT-group, the 

recruiter showed up and my newly acquired friend, Mike, introduced me to him. He was a 

short, but very fit, 27-year-old man who had already done nine years in the Marine Corps and 

was the only active Marine on the Island. He originally aspired to be a football player, but 

needed a way to provide for his family when his high school sweetheart, now his wife and 

mother of his two sons, became pregnant. I latched onto him for the whole session, and he 

told me about the Marine Corps, the Poolees and applicants4, and what they are doing at PT. I 

asked him if I could start coming to the PT sessions, which were held at least three times a 

week, and he accepted.  

This is the story about how I ended up getting to know and do fieldwork among young 

people going into the Marine Corps. As an anthropologist you follow the scent of whatever 

seems interesting for your topic, and in doing so I ended up going from frustrated 

bewilderedness to having a definite focus in the matter of hours, all thanks to a bee. In the 

same way as my Marine informants must learn to be always prepared and ready at short 

notice, as shall be described extensively below, the premise of my master thesis is also based 

on grabbing the moment and being ready when it occurred.  

In this thesis I will argue that the time spent before boot camp as an applicant and 

Poolee, as a part of the Delayed Entry Program (DEP) is a process where the subjects are 

socialized into the Marine mindset, embody the Marine and get a sense of what life in the 

Marine Corps can, will and/or should give them. Tone Danielsen writes that “Military 

apprenticeship is the process by which civilians become transformed into soldiers” (2015: 

10). The transformation is not just a physical one, but also how one thinks, acts, carry one’s 

                                                 
3 Physical Training group.  
4 Poolee is what people recruited to the Marine Corps are called after contracting, but before going to boot camp. 

In boot camp you are referred to as recruit until you finish the crucible and become a Marine. Applicant is the 

title you have before contracting.  
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body and present oneself in public. My informants were not yet in a proper, formalized 

apprenticeship, as one finds in boot camp and in the different job schools, but were 

nevertheless in a process of learning how to be Marines.  

Description of the field 

My field research was conducted on the island of Tutuila. Tutuila is in the southern Pacific, 

around halfway between Hawai’i and New Zealand, and is a part of American Samoa. 

American Samoa is an unorganized, unincorporated territory5 of the United States, but 

without rights to vote in elections and no citizenship from birth (U.S. Department of 

homeland security, 2018). The territory is a part of the Samoan islands, consisting of 

American Samoa and the independent state of Samoa. The territory itself consists of five 

islands and two atolls6, of which Tutuila is the biggest and most inhabited.  

 Experiencing American Samoa for me was initially a journey of opposing impressions. 

On one side, Tutuila is a place embedded architecturally and spatially in their traditional 

culture. Most people live on family land which is inherited and, in most cases, can’t be 

bought; there are many faletele7 in every village; people are still occasionally cooking using 

the traditional umu8 oven, especially for Sunday dinner; and the ‘ie lavalava is still standard 

attire both in casual and formal settings. The territory not being fully incorporated into the 

United States seems to allow local culture more room to exist, especially if one compares it to 

the highly urbanized Hawai’i.  

On the flipside, it was also clear to me how the U.S. have a clear presence on the 

island, and shapes it continually. For instance, in Tafuna, the most populated area of Tutuila, 

one is met by a military base in the form of an army reserve center, a McDonald’s restaurant, 

High school students from Tafuna high school walking in militaresque JROTC9 uniforms, as 

                                                 
5 ‘Unorganized’ because there has not been organized an official government by the U.S. Congress. 

‘Unincorporated’ because it is not, and there is no intention for it to ever be, a state of the Union. 

(Faleomavaega, 1990: 122).  
6 Islands: Tutuila, Aunu’u, Ofu, Olosega, Ta’ū. The last three are referred to as Manu’a. Atolls: Rose atoll, 

Swains island (Visit American Samoa, 2018) 
7 An oval house with beams instead of walls. These houses are used for the village fono, the Samoan government 

council of chiefs (Freeman, 1983: 121), as well as ceremonial activities. They are also used more casually as 

places to sit, do some forms of work, or to dance, to name a few.  
8 A traditional earth oven (Mageo, 1996: 64).  
9 Junior reserve officers’ training corps. An army sponsored program in high schools, but not officially a 

recruiting tool.  



4 

 

well as a large supermarket just up the road. In every shop in every village one can find 

American goods, canned foods, sodas, energy drinks and snacks. Most cars I saw in the 

territory are large trucks. Everywhere flags are used they appeared in pairs, one for American 

Samoa and one for the U.S., as an everyday reminder of the relationship between the two. In 

the greater Pago Pago area10, one can find large government buildings, shops, hotels, a second 

McDonald’s, the large Pago Pago harbor, as well as old military relics like old cannons and 

large stationary weapons as reminders of the islands history with the U.S. Most people have a 

friend or family member who have gone to the U.S. for education, military or to work, or 

have done so themselves. So, while the island is certainly steeped in tradition, it is also 

permeated with influences, associations and relations with the U.S. 

I came to American Samoa on January 13th, 2017. My original idea was to study how 

the Samoan people related to the United States, what it represented and how local life and 

culture coped with outside influences. The decision to focus on the military came only a 

month before my arrival in Tutuila, which resulted in me not having a solid plan on how to 

operationalize my ideas. I knew I wanted to research the military, identity and the relations to 

the U.S., but I didn’t know how. I started out spending time at American Samoa Community 

College (ASCC), specifically at the Student Veran Organization (SVO) and the Student 

Government Organization (SGO), which I thought would gain me access to knowledge about 

both the military and how the youth related to the United States. I was also in contact with 

ROTC11 at the college for a period, as well as the career and transfer center.  

 After the incident recounted at the beginning of this introduction my fieldwork 

changed drastically. From this point my main focus was on the PT-group. The PT-group 

consisted of usually between 8-12 Poolees and applicants and their recruiter, and often also 

his wife, at each session. The group had an overweight of men, but also had five women 

participating regularly. Their workout sessions were held on average three times a week, 

which was the main activity I attended. These sessions were held either at the Veterans 

memorial stadium or at the OMV (Office Motor Vehicles) lot12. On rare occasions they would 

                                                 
10 Even though the official capital of American Samoa is Pago Pago, the most urban area where the territorial 

government is located, as well as shops, restaurants and a large market, is in the adjacent village of Fagatogo.  

However, Pago Pago is located at the innermost part of the bay, which probably is why the entire bay area is 

sometimes referred to as Pago Pago. I include every village from Utulei to the west to Au’a to the east as the 

“Pago Pago area”.  
11 Reserve officers’ training corps. A program in college which leads to a job as an officer in the army.  
12 It’s an open grass space with tarmac roads located between Tafuna High school to the north and east, the army 

reserve center to the south and the OMV to the south-west. The OMV lot is located just a few hundred meters 
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substitute the hard workouts for fun sports and games at Lions Park or at a basketball court in 

Pago Pago, or go for a hike somewhere. The sessions normally lasted for an hour, but I 

usually showed up early since some of them would come early to hang out. I also spent a lot 

of time at the recruiters’ office talking to the recruiter or hanging out with his family, 

applicants and Poolees who came by to get some paperwork done or needed a ride to PT. I 

also attended two swear in ceremonies at the reserve center.  

An element I wish I could have included more in my field is the Army. The army is a 

much larger branch with higher recruitment than the Marine Corps, and a much larger 

potential group of informants. In the first two months of fieldwork I felt like every contact I 

tried to make with the Army was unsuccessful. Whether this is because they were unsure 

about me and what my intentions were, or if the individuals I spoke with were just not 

interested is unknown to me. Regardless, it made me unmotivated to pursue the army further 

at that point in time. Therefore, after meeting the PT group, I chose to focus on the Marine 

Corps. This, of course, is a limitation to the material, as I have an insufficient amount of data 

on army recruitment. I did, however, manage to get in contact with two army recruiters during 

the final few weeks of fieldwork. Also, most of my veteran or reservist informants and 

interview subjects were people from the army, so I got a little bit of insight through them.  

                                                                                                                                                         
away from Veterans memorial stadium. While most of the sessions could in theory be held anywhere with 

enough open space, since the exercises done needed no equipment, the choice of location is probably due to their 

proximity to pullup bars.  
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13 (Nationsonline, 2018)  
14 (Wikipedia, 2018a) 
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Thematic introduction and research question 

As mentioned above, my fieldwork was conducted with Marine Corps Poolees and applicants. 

During my time whit them I tried to focus on many topics, for instance their motivation, their 

views on Samoan and Marine Corps values, how they expressed themselves in the military 

context, and their reasons for enlisting. After some time, I came to the realization that the life 

of an active Marine, amongst other things, consists very much of staying prepared and ready 

for getting called to combat, something which might not even happen. In that way, the 

preparation they did before, as well as during, boot camp is a way of learning to handle 

uncertainty by being as certain as possible in your own preparedness. This realization was the 

entryway into what has become my main topic, namely mindset.  

 Therefore, what I want to answer in this thesis is   

 “How is preparing to go to boot camp in the U.S. Marine Corps also 

a socialization process into the Marine Corps mindset in American Samoa.  

Having my thesis revolve around the idea of Marine Corps mindset opens the door for 

many other topics of discussion. Relevant subjects for discussion ranges from how the correct 

mindset is shown in the physical training done by the Poolees and applicants, to the making of 

identity. It lets me analyze how my informants interact with each other, form familial bonds 

to their fellow Poolees, and utilize what they learn from the Marine Corps values. The global 

scope of the American military and its base network allows me to put my field and my 

informants in a global context. As members of the military they will be representatives for the 

U.S., a role which carries with it an ambivalent reputation in the global imagination and 

military discourse. Being a Marine is more than just a job, but a way of living. Therefore, the 

Marine mindset is holistic and aims to change you as a person. Therefore, it’s important for 

me to have a broad gaze in this thesis. I will also argue that Samoan hierarchy and discipline 

is in important aspects congruent with the hierarchy and discipline within the military, making 

the transition from civilian to military easier for them. 

The socialization process described here only applies to those who chose to attend PT 

throughout their time as applicants and Poolees. I cannot speak for those who didn’t, and what 

kind of preparation they are getting compared to those who attend. Since the recruiter seems 

to want as many as possible to attend PT, it’s safe to assume the best preparation is given 
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there. He is, however, responsible for all his Poolees, and therefore probably follows up those 

not attending as well. 

How Tutuila became American.  

American Samoa officially became an American territory on April 17th,1900, when the 

American flag was formally raised in the in the Pago Pago harbor (Gray, 1960: 110). Leading 

up to this, Commander B. F. Tilley of the U.S. Navy, later the first Governor of American 

Samoa15, had been tasked with establishing the authority of the U.S. in Samoa following an 

agreement between Britain, Germany and the U.S. on the division of the islands (1960: 107). 

Following eight years of war an unrest in Samoa (1960: 102), the three colonial powers 

decided between them that the U.S. would get Tutuila, Aunu’u and Manu’a, Germany got 

Upolu, Savai’i and the rest of the Samoan islands, while Britain abandoned their claims in 

Samoa in trade for the German rights in Tonga, disputed areas in the Solomon Islands and in 

West Africa (1960: 101).  

 The division of Samoa was actually a diplomatic failure for the U.S, as they all along 

wished for their independence (1960: 107). However, following the divide the U.S. 

government needed a place to put the responsibility for the Samoan islands they had acquired, 

and since a Colonial Office didn’t exist in Washington, the Navy Department seemed like the 

appropriate office to handle these affairs (1960: 107). At the time of the Deed of cession, 

“The United States Naval Station, Tutuila” was already under construction (1960: 105). 

Tasked with governing the island, Tilley faced some challenges. Gray writes that “The 

authority of a commandant within a naval station is military in nature” (1960: 125), but Tilley 

wanted to govern the islands and their inhabitants humanely. He proposed a government made 

up of the local chiefs (1960: 125). The islands were run by the Navy until July 1st, 1951 when 

the Department of the interior took over (1960: 259).  

What does the Marine Corps do?  

For the reader to gain a better understanding throughout this thesis, it is beneficial to 

understand what the role of the Marine Corps is in the U.S. military and how they came to be.  

                                                 
15 All though the title “Governor” was first officially used to Commandant Underwood and his successor 

Commander C. B. T. Moore in 1905 (Gray, 1960: 158).   
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 In 1775, amidst full-scale war with the British in the American revolution, the 

continental army realized they needed the support of a continental Navy (Woulfe, 1998: 17). 

Along with the Navy they also saw the need for Marines, described as “Half seaman and half 

soldier” and “basically infantrymen detailed for sea duty, but not expected to sail the ship” 

(1998: 17). From the humble beginnings of two battalions (1998: 17) the Marine Corps had 

grown to 75.000 by the end of the first world war (1998: 19), and in 1923 the first Marine 

Corps Recruit Depot was created in San Diego (1998: 20). After a drop in their numbers 

between wars due to the depression, the numbers started skyrocketing after the attack on Pearl 

Harbor in 1941, raising the numbers from 54.000 in 1941 to 485.000 in 1945 (1998: 21). 

After WWII was over Marines have fought in Korea and Vietnam, as well as other conflicts 

and missions all over the world (1998: 21-22). In 2016, the Marine Corps employed 182.000 

in active duty, as well as 38.500 reserves (U.S. Department of defense, 2016).  

 Marines are the “nation’s crisis response force and force in readiness” (Marines, 

2016). A defining trait of the Marine Corps and their role in the military is their high level of 

readiness, which makes them able to deploy anywhere in the world on very short notice. Also, 

they are a MAGTF (Marine Air Ground Task Force), which means, opposed to the other 

branches, they operate in all elements (Marines, 2016). Marines participate in a vast array of 

different operations and tasks, from large scale warfare, cyber command, to being the only 

branch offering embassy duty and security for the President (Marines, 2016).  

Methodological approach 

My primary method was participant observation. The main activity I did regularly was PT, 

and I tried to balance participating in the workout, and siting back and watching them work 

out. I found I had more detailed fieldnotes from observing, but the experience of participating 

both brought me closer to my informants and added the bodied experience to my notes. I 

value both kinds of insight, so striking a good balance was important to both get a sense of the 

hardship of intense workouts as well as an overview of what was going on. It was also 

important to do both because all knowledge about a social situation “cannot be acquired 

through standardized enquiries alone because there are always things that people do not say 

publicly, or do not even know how to say” (Cohen, 1984: 220). It took a few weeks before I 

dared engage in the workouts due to feeling uncertain in my own physical ability. When I felt 

sure the others considered the most important thing to be trying your best, not excelling, I felt 
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safe enough to participate without being the receiver of too much ridicule. At this point I had 

already built rapport with the recruiter and some of the Poolees, and my decision to 

participate was met with cheering and encouragement. The shift into also being a participant 

brought me closer to the group, and I was more easily included in their social life. “Participant 

observation is primarily an “advanced” exercise in forming and maintaining intimate 

relationships for professional purposes.” (Hume & Mulcock, 2004: xii), so getting access and 

rapport at PT through participating was important for me to get good data.  

 Most of the data I have gathered with this group is from the PT-sessions, including 

hanging out and waiting for the session to start, as well as socializing while getting home 

afterwards. What my research certainly lacks is a participation in their everyday life outside of 

the military context. Spending time with my informants at their homes doing chores, 

preparing food and socializing with family would have been valuable data, but was sadly an 

area I didn’t get access to. This comes down to the very human reason that no one invited me, 

and I didn’t feel comfortable inviting myself to their homes. Nevertheless, taking part in their 

social media life gave me some good insight as to what it means to them to become a part of 

the Marine Corps, and how they express themselves regarding health and body, social 

struggle and progress, and in regards of the path they have put themselves on. This gave me 

insight into how they viewed themselves, and how they wanted to be viewed by others.  

The time at ASCC was mostly spent observing and being social with the students I 

knew there, most often in the SGO’s office, attending meetings with the SVO, or spending 

time with the main counselor of the SVO at her office. I also attended events organized by 

both the SVO and the SGO for the duration of my fieldwork. I tried to arrange interviews and 

meetings with reservists and veterans I met at the college, and conducted four interviews 

during these two months. I also conducted an interview at the Career and Transfer office. I 

was in contact with and conducted two interviews at the ROTC at ASCC for a period of two 

weeks in March/April, which was informative but didn’t lead to a lasting participation in the 

program. Additionally, I also spent some time at the JROTC at Leone High school for two 

weeks in May, where I participated in school visits, and interviewed one of the instructors. 

Alongside participation, I regularly conducted interviews. When making questions for 

the interviews I took inspiration from James P. Spradleys book “The ethnographic interview” 

(1979). I didn’t follow his systematic guide through the different phases of the fieldwork 

regarding ethnographic interviews, but I learned how to use descriptive, structural and 
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contrast questions to make the informant speak freely and in their own words, and to learn 

about their cultural scene from their view. I decided early on that I found it better doing 

interviews regularly with different people than introducing interviews at a specific time in the 

fieldwork. This, in my experience, gave me a constant influx of new perspectives, ideas and 

information to base my observations on. It also gave me the chance to come back to my 

informants at a later point if I needed something to be clarified or further elaborated. Hagen 

and Skorpen supports this notion, as they write that using the formality of an interview as an 

excuse for contact can help you gain access to otherwise busy people (2016: 86).  

I often had difficulties arranging meetings with people. Not because they didn’t want 

to meet me, but because they were occupied doing other things when the time of our 

arrangement occurred. Just in the PT-group alone, five people didn’t show up at interviews as 

agreed. I believe the reason for this is associated with the rules of respect. Often the reasons 

for not coming was due to doing chores, watching smaller siblings or working overtime. So, 

while they certainly felt sorry for missing our appointment, their obligations to their parents 

or other elders weighed heavier than our interview16.  

A slight limitation when approaching my informants was my language skill. I speak 

English rather fluently, and most Samoans are bilingual with fluent English. While this means 

verbal communication was not an issue in direct communication with my informants, the fact 

they speak Samoan amongst themselves sometimes was. I made a choice to not focus on 

learning Samoan as my informants spoke mostly English when I was around, and I felt my 

time was better spent focusing on the research. This proved to mostly only be a problem at the 

SVO-meetings I attended, where some of the students seemed to not be comfortable with 

English. Therefore, the discussions at the meetings were often in Samoan. 

As mentioned above, my regular activities during fieldwork was the PT-sessions, 

usually three times a week, and SVO-meetings every Thursday. The PT-sessions always felt 

like a few condensed hours of intense fieldwork often surrounded by a lot of waiting. On a 

regular day in the field I would try to fill the morning and early afternoon with other 

activities. Usually I would go to ASCC to see if I could find anyone I knew there, visit the 

SVO-counselor at her office or hang out in the SGO-office. I often used this time to visit the 

recruiters’ office. If I didn’t do that I would also spend time going different places, like to the 

Pago Pago area, the National Parks office, take a hike somewhere, visit a museum and so on. 

                                                 
16 More about this in chapter two.  



12 

 

On days where we had PT I usually showed up at the stadium an hour before the session to 

socialize with the participants. After the PT-session we would all get in a car, most usually the 

back of an open truck, and drive home. The evenings were usually spent doing fieldnotes, 

hanging out with the people I lived with, or occasionally going out with people, attending 

church activities and so on.  

Ethical considerations 

“Participants in ethnographic research should not come out of it in a worse position than they 

went in with regards to their safety, welfare, economic position or health” writes Raymond 

Madden (2010: 89). In my thesis the most important ethical consideration is anonymization, 

much for this reason. In most cases my experiences with my informants seems harmless. 

Regardless, I decided to anonymize all my informants for consistency. Occasionally I 

additionally secure anonymity by referring to someone as “a Poolee”, “an informant” or “a 

participant at PT” and so on. There is however one informant it’s almost impossible to 

anonymize, and that is the recruiter. Him being the only active Marine in American Samoa, 

and being the sole Marine recruiter makes it impossible to cover up his identity. I have 

nonetheless decided to just refer to him as “the recruiter” instead of using his name to try to 

add some anonymity to him. He too can, of course, be covered as “an informant”. 

 Another ethical implication I continually consider during the writing process of this 

thesis is how I chose to represent my informants. In the experience of analyzing, adding 

theory to and comparing situations one discovers that there is a fine line between discovering 

meaning and adding meaning. When trying to analyze one is reminded that culture is “in 

important and revealing ways much less systematic—than the elegant models implied by 

theory would suggest. The real world was far from seamless.” (Brenneis, 2010: 101). I 

therefore must be open for the possibility that my analysis of the meaning in a situation is 

exaggerated by me, or maybe even understated in order to make it seamless. I have spent a lot 

of time with my informants, but I am not them, I am not Samoan, and I am not an aspiring 

Marine, and therefore cannot with a 100% certainty say my representation is correct. I need to 

be aware of my own background and biases to not be lead into “The illusion of sensitivity to 

cultural difference” (Crapanzano, 1977: 3) to not misjudging or wrongfully representing 

different situations. I do, however, feel I have done my best in choosing stories, quotes and 

actions that are the most unambiguous and would not lend themselves to misunderstandings. I 
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also have to remember that I am the researcher and anthropologist in this setting, and my 

knowledge and interpretation carry some weight even if my informants would be unaware of 

the meanings or connections I point out. Having spent a lot of time in their PT-group have 

given me a good overview of what they do, and “Understanding the relationships and patterns 

in ‘what’ people do leads to a position where we might be able to suggest ‘why’ they do it” 

(Madden, 2010: 150).  

 In representing my informants and their home island fairly, it has also been important 

for me to not exaggerate the socioeconomic conditions, opportunities and education 

possibilities in any way. American Samoa is without question a place with its own set of 

challenges and insufficiencies, from an under-par education system, low wages for many of 

the inhabitants, to a lack of access to important treatments and benefits for veterans to name a 

few. However, a general representation of American Samoa as impoverished or in need 

doesn’t paint an entirely honest or full picture. While American Samoa, compared to the U.S., 

certainly have a more challenging economic situation, most people I met seemed to enjoy life 

on their island, and made ends meet. In a place where sharing resources, food and money is 

common, a households realistic living situation can be hard to calculate solely based on 

income. I therefore try to find the right balance when describing life on the island. Both 

describing it as unproblematic and comfortable, and as impoverished and desperate are both 

dishonest. Also, American Samoa and its people have their own agency and influence on their 

future, and should not be viewed as a static place influenced and changed by outsiders.  

 I find it necessary in this section to point out the nature of my access to my field. Since 

my research and thesis regards the military, the question of how I got access often comes up. 

Gaining access to doing fieldwork inside the military is easier said than done, and would 

probably require permissions and clearances and so on. However, my fieldwork was 

conducted outside of the official military structure, and therefore didn’t require a special 

permission. Even though most of my informants were contracted with the Marine Corps, and 

the recruiter an active Marine, the PT sessions weren’t conducted by the Marine Corps per se. 

The recruiter wasn’t contractually obligated to conduct PT-sessions, which means I can argue 

that the recruiter as a private individual conducted the sessions for the applicants and Poolees, 

who can easily be argued are a group of civilians. This point is strengthened by the fact that 

we were occasionally joined by others, for instance school friends and relatives of the Poolees 
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who had no connection to the Marine Corps. I never entered military property that weren’t at 

the time of public access.  

Theoretical approach 

When writing anthropology, the theoretical approach should follow naturally from what the 

empirical data shows and tells. To support the empirical data, the theory needs to be fitting to 

the topic, but also be good to think with to understand the subject at hand. I have therefore 

chosen to view my material through the lens of several different theoretical approaches. 

 One of the main theoretical concepts for this thesis is discipline. The reason for this is 

that discipline is an important aspect of both the Marine Corps and in Samoan culture. 

Discipline as an anthropological topic has a deep and varied literature that is good to think 

whit to understand the process I am trying to describe in this thesis. The term itself has a 

multitude of meanings and uses. I will use Michel Foucault’s (1995) work on discipline, Noel 

Dyck’s anthology “Exploring Regimes of Discipline” (2008) and Pierre Bourdieu’s “Outline 

of a theory of practice” (1993) on habitus, as well as Marcel Mauss (1993) in my discussion 

of bodily discipline and the concept itself. On the Samoan discipline and hierarchy, the work 

of Jeannette Mageo (1989, 1996, 1998), along with Derek Freeman (1983) have been helpful 

and useful. Both these writers, as well as Ilana Gershon (2007), Epeli Hau’Ofa (2008) and 

Linnekin and Poyer (1990) have also been important to gain a better understanding of the 

Pacific and Samoan sense of self and community, which have been useful in my comparison 

between Samoan culture and the military.  

 Given the holistic scope of the Marine Corps life and mindset, it is helpful to analyze 

it through many different prisms. Throughout this thesis I will analyze the preparation process 

both as a process of the body and the mind, and more importantly: both at the same time. In 

short, how the habitus (Bourdieu, 1993) and mindset of the Marine is acquired through shared 

bodily praxis and discipline (Mauss, 1973; Scheper-Hughes and Lock, 1987; Bourdieu, 1993; 

Foucault, 1995;) as well as oral transmission of values and other knowledge, at PT, and how 

this in turn helps the process of bonding, sense of family and belonging (Turner, 1969/2008; 

van Gennep, 1999) and an identity as a Marine. Additionally, I discuss how this play between 

body and mindset serves the general public image of the Marine Corps, the public idea of the 

Marine, as well as the notion of belonging to both the Marine Corps and the nation 
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(Anderson, 1983; Linnekin and Poyer, 1990; Gellner, 2006; Hau’Ofa, 2008; Eriksen, 2010;). 

The main theoretical approaches in this thesis can therefore, in short, be said to be discipline, 

the body and the feeling of belonging.   

Regional research  

The Pacific Ocean have a long history in anthropology, and have been important for the 

progress of the discipline. Malinowskis fieldwork on the Trobriand Islands, often spoken of as 

the birth of the fieldwork, is situated in the Pacific (1984), as well as other major 

contributions, such as Marcel Mauss’ “The Gift” (1954). While the topic of military 

recruitment hasn’t been researched as much, there are plenty of work done on discipline, 

hierarchy, identity, kinship, body and praxis. In Samoa, writers such as Margaret Mead 

(1928), Derek Freeman (1983), Bradd Shore (1982) and Jeannette Mageo (1998) have done 

research on many of these topics. Looking at the broader Pacific, it is clear from looking at 

different anthologies on the region (Hoëm & Roalkvam, 2003; Linnekin & Poyer, 1990) that 

these topics, as well as social relations, belonging, customs and cultural identity have been, 

and still are, important topics for the region. One also finds important contributions from 

Marshall Sahlins (1976), Roger Keesing (1982) and others on topics such as religion, culture 

and symbols.  

 Newer research from Samoa often revolves around migration and how the 

relationships between migrant and home, culture and identity is affected. For instance, Lisa 

Uperesa have written about American football and sports as a path of migration (2014), Ilana 

Gershon have written about Samoan migrants living in the U.S. and how they negotiate 

culture and identity (2007), and Paul Shankman have written about the state of migration, 

remittance and traditional gift exchange in Samoa today (2018). 

Thesis structure 

In chapter two I will provide some local context. In this chapter I will describe the local 

socioeconomic conditions and which opportunities are available for young people on Tutuila. 

Following this is a section about the place of the military in the educational system, where I 

present my accounts from JROTC and ROTC. I will also give a description of the Samoan 
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hierarchy, and how discipline has a central part in upbringing. By giving this context, I intend 

to do two things: give an understanding of the forces and influences that may lead so many 

young people in American Samoa to choose the military, and to explain some core Samoan 

cultural traits which is important to understand for my argument that Samoan culture has 

coinciding values with the military which helps the socialization process. This chapter will 

serve as a referential backdrop for the rest of the thesis.  

 Chapter three is about the physical aspects of preparation. This chapter concerns the 

role of physical fitness and health in becoming a Marine, and the challenges faced by my 

informants in dealing with this. I will argue that while physical fitness and health is the 

gatekeeper to the military, the way it is embodied is an entryway into understanding the mode 

of thinking necessary to becoming and living as a Marine.  

 In chapter four I turn my attention to the mindset itself, and on how my informants 

dealt whit mentally preparing to go to boot camp. I argue that the period spent preparing for 

boot camp works as a process of socialization into the Marine Corps mindset and habitus. I 

will discuss what the Marine Corps as an inanimate social actor does in the lives of my 

informants, and how mind and body work together to embody the Marine. This, therefore, is a 

chapter about identity making, and what makes them different from other branches.  

 In chapter five I will lift the discussion up to a global level. I view my material 

through the lens of the anthropological discussion on nation and nationalism and the global 

reputation of the U.S. military, but also contemplate global impulses on daily life locally. This 

chapter will be used to give a picture of what kind of reality my informants are entering once 

they leave American Samoa and become Marines, and it is to grow up there now.  
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2 Ethnographic Context 

To sufficiently explain how the applicants and Poolees are socialized into the Marine Corps 

mindset I also need to present the socio-economic and cultural context of my field. This 

chapter is meant to illuminate the broader context of Samoan culture and life, on Tutuila in 

particular. It is, however, important to remember the changing nature of culture and that 

young people today might view their own context differently than how their parents view 

theirs. Writing about the cultural context of others, even after having been there, post the 

threat of falling in the trap of generalizing. Unni Wikan explained this well in “Culture: A 

new concept of race” (1999):  

If culture is also in the making, then there is bound to be some difference. 

Norwegians know it in the case of their own children. But when it comes to 

children of immigrants, they tend to apply another model. They should 

become a kind of carbon copy of their parents, unlike ‘our’ children, who 

should learn and grow.  (1999: 62-63)   

Although her article is about immigration in Norway it illuminates the importance of taking 

into consideration that my informants are capable of change. In addition to their agency, the 

shift in influences due to the internet and easier connection to the outside world compared to 

the Samoa their parents grew up in also might shape their cultural understanding implicitly. 

This will be discussed further in chapter five. The way in which young girls wear their hair is 

an example of such a cultural change in American Samoa. In her article “Spirit girls and 

marines” (1996) Jeannette Mageo describes long hair as an expression of “feminine sexual 

beauty” and “until recently, waring one’s hair down was felt to be similar to exposing 

secondary sexual characteristics.” (1996: 66). So, while this was already changing 20 years 

ago, the views of the young regarding long, fair hair might differ greatly from their parents or 

grandparents who grew up in a different time. My experience was that the girls I met during 

fieldwork certainly didn’t have any problem with wearing their hair down. Whether it was a 

conscious expression of sexual beauty or something else is beyond my knowledge.  

 This chapter will provide some context of the life surrounding my informants. Using 

my own experience, conversation and interviews with informants, as well as literature I will 
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discuss the socio-economic state of Tutuila, the role of the military in the school system, and 

how cultural traits such as discipline and hierarchy, as well as how the āiga17 plays a part in it.  

Opportunities available on and off island:  

As mentioned in the introduction, American Samoa have a high rate of military recruitment. 

The reasons people have for recruiting are many, but does not exist in a vacuum. The high 

numbers going to the military can be associated with which other opportunities are available 

for young people on Tutuila. For many young people on the island, the road to good jobs and 

higher education can be long. The highest possible formal education that can be obtain on 

Tutuila is a bachelor of Elementary Education at ASCC (ASCC, 2017). To get other bachelor 

degrees, or any degree higher than a bachelor you either need to go off island or become an 

online student. Many of my informants, including the Marine Corps recruiter, the two 

counselors of the SVO, and one of the councilors in career and transfer I interviewed had all 

obtained, or were in the process of obtaining, an online degree. According to Career and 

Transfer around 70% of the student graduating becomes teachers regardless of what they 

study18. A teaching job is a rather good job compared to the possibilities open to the 

uneducated workforce. The impressions people had of a teacher salary varied, though, and 

was by some thought to be as low as $5k per year19. The local tuna cannery, which is one of 

the biggest employers on island, had to give 91% of their workforce a raise in 2016 when an 

amendment provision to federal law set the minimum wage of the territory at $5.16 per hour 

(Sagapolutele, 2016). This being the biggest industry on island paints a picture of the level of 

payment available for most people.  

 While there are certainly possibilities for payed work and careers on island, individual 

opportunity is often associated with going abroad. The dominant question in this regard is in 

that sense not where one would find larger possibilities, but how one would go about 

obtaining them. Reaching some sort of education or career unavailable in American Samoa 

sometimes requires both luck and a certain degree of skill. There are several ways in which 

                                                 
17 Samoan word for family, but most often refers to an extended family group.   
18 I haven’t found and statistics supporting this. I therefor consider this number the personal estimates of the 

councilors at Career and Transfer.  
19 A teacher salary in American Samoa, according to glassdoor.com, is $26k-$28k (Glassdoor, 2018). The 

exchange rate at the time of my fieldwork was approximately 8 NOK = $1. 



19 

 

they could go about this20. The academic route, where one through good grades and/or 

academic skills obtain a scholarship to a college off island; the military route, where one 

through enlisting in the military either get a career serving in the military or get education 

through using the GI-bill to pay for college; the athletic route, where one obtain a scholarship 

through sports, predominantly American football, and in that way get an education and maybe 

a career in sports; moving of island to family who have made a life for themselves in the U.S. 

and try to get a job, or attend school while living with them; or having the resources to pay for 

an education yourself or through your family. My impression from fieldwork is that most 

young people I met wanted to leave the island to pursue education, career or sports. All the 

routs mentioned above are available options, but are however to different degrees hard to 

obtain.  

 During the beginning of my fieldwork I spent a lot of time at ASCC with students. 

Most of the people I got to know there I met through the SGO or the SVO. To my knowledge 

there are certain academic criteria to get a membership in the SGO, which makes it safe to 

assume my friends there were in the upper academic echelon of the students at ASCC 

regarding grades and so on. The general consensus within this group, as I experienced it, was 

that the quality and level of education in American Samoa was not good enough. They saw 

growing up in the territory as an educational disadvantage when comparing themselves to 

their peers abroad. In a presentation the SGO held for students from Samoana High School on 

why they should go to ASCC, the leader shared his personal experience of going abroad in 

high school to represent his school at fairs. He said he felt inferior to the other at his own age 

academically. In that sense, doing two years at ASCC was marketed by him as putting you on 

even keel with your peers abroad who are just graduating from high school. The opinion that 

education in American Samoa is subpar is not controversial. This opinion was shared by 

many of my informants, both among the Poolees, the recruiter, and other informants and 

friends I made. The recruiter told me on a few occasions that both the Marine Corps and the 

Army get applicants scoring single digits on their ASVAB-test21, for which they blame the 

insufficient educational system. The ASVAB score is important because it determines which 

                                                 
20 I am not claiming this to be a complete list of every possibility, but the most prevalent ones which I 

experienced being talked about. 
21 Armed Service Vocational Aptitude Battery. A test measuring your strengths and weaknesses in terms of 

intelligence, comprehension and so on, testing whether you are fit for serving in the military. The four categories 

arithmetic reasoning, word knowledge, paragraph comprehension and mathematics knowledge make up the 

AFQT (Armed Forces Qalifying Test), which are the categories important for being eligible for service. You 

need a score of 31/99 to enter the Marine Corps, and 21/99 to enter the Army (in American Samoa). Which job 

you are eligible for in the military is decided by your score.  
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jobs you can get in the military, and whether you’re considered an alpha or a bravo. Alphas 

are those who score 50 or above on their ASVAB, and are more sought after. The recruiter 

told me he must ship out one alpha for every two bravos.  

 The military route comes with its own set of challenges. While the academic 

requirements are much lower, the physical ones are, for the general public, harder to meet. 

The physical aspect of enlisting will be discussed at length in chapter three. The military is for 

some one of few realistic options for reaching possibilities for education and career. Many of 

my informants amongst the Poolees, while not being specific about what the island had to 

offer, stated the options available locally was “few”. The military route, however, is a way to 

gain larger possibilities both on and off island. In American Samoa the two available branches 

of service, The Marines and the Army, play different roles in terms of the opportunities 

provided.  

 The army is by far the biggest branch of the U.S. military, with around 460.000 in 

active duty, and an additional 530.000 reservists (The Army national guard: 335.000 and 

reserves: 195.000) and is the main land force of the U.S. military. The Marine Corps on the 

other hand have 182.000 in active duty, and 38.500 reservists and operates on land, water and 

in the air (U.S. Department of defense, 2016). This divide, if not exactly in scale, is also seen 

in American Samoa, where the army recruits and contracts many more than the Marine Corps, 

and regularly set recruiting records (Chen-Fruean, 2017). The army have a reserve center 

located right next to the airport on Tutuila, and therefor makes way for a different use of the 

Army as a branch compared to the Marine Corps. Most members of the army I spoke to were 

reservists, and mostly lived a civil life. Some stated they joined the army to help their family 

financially, others said they joined for the benefits. The benefits of joining the military 

includes health insurance, access to the military PX-store and use of the “GI-bill”, which 

means the military will pay a certain amount towards your education. This gives the army the 

role of a placeholder for many people enlisting from American Samoa. Joining the army isn’t 

the goal in itself, but a way to acquire other things one desires, like education, experience, 

travel or money.  One of my main informants from the SVOs reasoning for joining the army 

is directly related to education. She started her Bachelor’s degree at Hawaii Pacific University 

but soon realized financial aid and student loan would not be enough to cover both the tuition 

and the cost of living. Her solution was to take a semester off college to enlist in the army and 

then return to HPU with the GI bill while also getting payed as a reservist. This example 
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shows the kind of influence that goes in to the decision of enlisting in the army for some 

people. The military isn’t simply one of several choices for what to do with your time, but a 

means to an end.  

The Marine Corps doesn’t have a reserve center nearby, and therefore most of the 

people enlisting from American Samoa will go directly to active duty. While the reasoning is 

often the same, namely to help the family, get a skill or education, and to get to travel, the 

Marine Corps is less of a placeholder, and more an end in itself. This divide is clear in the 

way both branches are marketed through posters and flyers. The army puts emphasis on ways 

to combine army life with civilian life, useful skills one can learn in the army that is 

transferable to the general workforce and so on, while the Marine Corps base their marketing 

on the pride of serving, on the opportunities of travel and rank climbing available within the 

military, and long term benefits the Marine lifestyle will give you. As mentioned, the marines 

need to always be prepared for shipping out. I think the Marines being first called to action, 

“Americas 911-call” or the “tip of the spear”, is a source of the pride of serving one need to 

have to live as an active Marine. Emphasizing this in the public marketing of the branch 

locally helps get the right kind of people in the doors at the recruiting station.  

To sum up the military route to opportunities, the army caters more to the people 

wishing to stay in American Samoa and live a civilian life, while the Marine Corps mostly 

cater to those wanting an active military career. It is off course possible to have active and 

reserve status in both branches, but this is the general pattern of service in American Samoa in 

my experience.  

The other routs off island could also have been described and discussed at more 

length, but are however not as relevant to my thesis as the two above. The academic route is 

described simply because it seemed to be the other option many of my informants considered, 

and some of them tried, before enlisting in the Marine Corps. The case of the athletic route is 

an interesting one. Given its small population, the number of Samoan players in the NFL, and 

American football in general, are surprisingly high. According to Forbes, in 2015 there were 

30 players from American Samoa in the NFL and over 200 in Division I NCAA22 football. A 

Samoan male is also 56 times more likely to play in the NFL than an American non-Samoan 

(Steinberg, 2015). The high number of Samoans managing to follow this route makes it an 

                                                 
22 National Collegiate Athletic Association. Organization dedicated to college and university level sports 

(NCAA, 2018)  
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opportunity within reach at a higher degree than in other places. While putting all your cards 

on American Football is certainly not a secure choice, it has a potentially massive reward.  

A great example of the state of opportunities in American Samoa came one day while 

walking to the bus after a PT-session. Sione, one of the Poolees, told me that many view 

American Samoa as a retirement plan. They want to go out and make their money, experience 

other places and have careers, but when they retire they move back to the island, lives on 

family land and gets taken care of by their families. This, to me, paints a picture of an idea of 

the island as a good place to live, but rather limiting regarding opportunities for career and 

self-realization. 

The presence of military in the educational system:  

In the beginning of this chapter I put forth some of the possibilities available for youth in 

American Samoa. In this section I will elaborate on the JROTC and ROTC programs 

available on island, and what kind of possibilities they provide for the students in these 

programs.  

 The JROTC is a high school elective program, which means it’s not mandatory for all 

students. This is something that is decided by the local department of education, which could 

might as well make it mandatory. Even though the program is considered an “Army 

program”, as one of the instructors told me, the official purpose of the program is not to 

recruit to the military. Instead, the main goal of the program is “Motivating Young People to 

be Better Citizens” (U.S. Army Junior ROTC, 2018). 

During my fieldwork I visited a JROTC program at one of the islands largest high 

schools, and joined them for two feeder school visits. A feeder school is a Junior High School 

which is likely to “feed” students into the high school in question. The point of these visits is 

to show the young students what the elective offers them to make them chose it. The visits 

contained two segments, first a demonstration of discipline through drilling routines, 

respectively the color guard and the exhibition team23, before going on to a presentation and 

                                                 
23 The color guard consist of two people holding flags (Flag of USA and of American Samoa), and two holding 

rifles. The routine revolves around unpacking and showing the flags, marching with them in different formations 

before rolling up and packing the flags again.  

The exhibition team is a group that drills with rifles. In contrast to the color guard, the exhibition team displays a 

far flashier routine with spins and throws and so on.  
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Q&A in the classroom. During this presentation the instructors from the program started with 

presenting the principles on which the program is built on. These principles are presented as 

the “mission”, the “purpose” and “the key”. The mission is, as the instructor put it in the first 

visit, “to motivate young people like you to be better citizens”. The purpose is to make them 

ready for “the outside”, which he elaborated means what comes after high school, be it on or 

off island, making “the inside” in this metaphoric dichotomy the educational institutions up to 

the high school level. Lastly, “the key to success is teamwork”, which will be thought and 

embodied through the JROTC program. Even though the purpose of the program isn’t to 

recruit to the army, a large part of the questions asked during the visits were aimed at how the 

army works, how the program will help them towards enlisting, how ranks works, which tests 

and scores they need to enter ROTC, and so on.  

The visits are not just for the students at the feeder schools to learn about the program. 

They also work as a way for the JROTC students to show and practice being role models and 

leaders. The JROTC students play an active role in the feeder school visits, with an emphasis 

on showing that they are disciplined and have direction and purpose in life. They show their 

skills when drilling, but also share their knowledge and accomplishments in the presentations. 

The uniform they wear is meticulously described by a student sharing how the fly on the 

pants, the belt buckle and the buttons on the shirt should be aligned, how one shows rank and 

accomplishments on the uniforms, as well as telling about challenges they have done, or that 

they have learned how to “walk like a soldier”. As a whole the feeder school visits seem like a 

performance, where the instructors and JROTC students give a peek into the cultural scene of 

the program. The students from JROTC get to show themselves as holders of cultural 

knowledge the younglings are not yet a part of. The showcase of drilling, the presentation of 

knowledge, and the use of specific lingo regarding ranks and orders is aimed to present the 

JROTC students as young people with a clear direction, and to give the younglings a taste of 

what could be their life in high school. This could be an important experience for the JROTC 

students as well, as the students brought on the visits were first year students.  

The idea of status relative to other students seems to be a motivating factor. During a 

promotion ceremony I attended during my first visit at JROTC, the instructor, a retired 

sergeant major from the army, told the class the other students at the school are aware of 

which students are in the JROTC. The peers will, according to him, look at them and either 
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see that they have furthered themselves in a good way, or that they have been irresponsible 

and failed themselves and the chance JROTC gave them.  

While the reason behind the program officially can’t be to recruit people, there are 

many indicators that the implicit purpose is to be a sort of marketing tool for the army. Firstly, 

the program uses military values and methods in their teaching. Many of the traits needed for 

being a good citizen also happens to be traits valued in the army, so therefore the way of 

teaching serves both purposes. Parts of the curriculum is specifically about how the military 

works, systems of ranks, what the military do and so on. Secondly, there are material 

produced by, or with help from, the program that can be very helpful for recruitment. Before 

leaving high school every student in the program fill out a “Intentions of graduates report”, 

where they amongst other things answer if they plan to enlist or not, or if they want to do 

ROTC in college if they chose to pursue more education. The instructors, if asked, will 

provide help for studying for the ASVAB. However, the test itself is administered by the 

school and not the program, and the instructors of JROTC doesn’t automatically get to know 

the score. Additionally, having taken JROTC leads to direct advantages both in ROTC and in 

enlistment. An enlisted member of the military will be a private first class (E-2) when 

graduating boot camp instead of a private (E-1). Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the 

programs widespread use of military cultural knowledge and symbols is bound to turn some 

of the students on to the idea of becoming military personnel. There’s a full package of 

behavior associated with doing JROTC, from the use of uniform, the system of rank, to the 

use of military lingo and drilling. Several people I spoke to named liking JROTC as one of the 

reasons for enlisting in the military, and both the ROTC-instructors I interviewed said that 

having done JROTC was a benefit in their program and in the military.   

 The ROTC is, in contrast to JROTC, a direct route into the military. The program, 

which is a four-year program at college level, is the educational route into the military, where 

one ends up as an officer. According to one of the instructors, one of the advantages of the 

program is the holistic approach. To succeed in ROTC, one not only have to do well in the 

program itself, but also be generally good academically. ROTC operates with a ranking 

system, or an “order of merit”, based on academic accomplishment, physical shape and 

references from the instructors. The order of merit is used to determine who gets to choose 

jobs first after graduating college, as well as in the process of giving out scholarships. 

Another advantage with ROTC is that you get an education in whichever subject you want, 
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but have a secure job to go to after graduation. This program therefore serves as a crossover 

between the educational and the military route off island. Since ASCC only offers two-year 

programs, students doing ROTC must leave American Samoa if they want to finish the 

program and become officers.  

 As one can see from this segment, the influence and exposure to military ideas, 

imagery and ways of conducting oneself starts early. For many who have parents or other 

family members who are or have been in the military, the influence and relationship is 

lifelong. Every person I asked during my fieldwork have relatives or friends who are or have 

been in the military. 

Discipline, hierarchy and the Āiga: 

One of the points I will try to make in this thesis is that my Samoan informants in some ways 

start out with an advantage when entering the military due to their upbringing as Samoans. I 

will therefore in this section try to explain some cultural context and background for the 

setting my informants live and act in. This section is, however, based mostly on literature 

about Samoa, and is therefore not necessarily in a one to one relationship with the lived 

experience of my informants. Still I find that a general explanation of cultural context will 

help the argument of whether its values and expectations coincide with those in the military 

and the Marine Corps.  

 In Samoa there are rules for how to conduct oneself in a respectful manner. In my 

thesis discipline will be a prevalent theme, and in Samoa discipline is closely interwoven with 

respect. To act in a respectful manner is to know your place in the hierarchy and in the āiga, 

and to not act above or beyond that place. Jeannette Mageo writes in her article “Ferocious is 

the centipede” (1989) that “The most common of Samoan childhood delinquencies is to be 

tautalaitiiti”, which is a term meaning to speak above one’s age, or to be cheeky. Tautalaitiiti 

is any act showing insubordination (1989: 389) to the parents or other family members that 

are older or higher in rank. “For example, children are thought tautalaitiiti should they follow 

their own will rather than obediently serving their elders, but also if they ask adults too many 

questions or come forth too readily with their own opinion” (1989: 395). Furthermore, it can 

also mean “sexual brazenness” (1989: 394). The term is useful to give an idea of the many 
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rules and roles a Samoan must live by to not be disrespectful. In the same article Mageo 

describes how the notions of role and respect is thought to a child. She writes that 

“In traditional times the baby was nursed, for comfort as well as for 

hunger, whenever it cried. The change from parental to sibling care, while 

beginning early, became pronounced at weaning. Weaning took place 

between the first and second year.” (1989: 397-398).  

This entails that after the child is put in sibling care, it starts the process of adhering to the 

hierarchy of the āiga rather than being the center of their parents’ attention. At the age of 

three or four they are only eating after their elders have taken theirs, and by five they would 

often cook and carry meals to their parents (1989: 398). In this way the child would learn its 

place in the hierarchy of the āiga.  

The child is meant to listen to and obey their parents, and if not, they will be 

disciplined. Mageo states that “the counterpoint to listening is talking back”, and talking back 

would be described as being tautalaitiit. Even while being beaten the child would be expected 

to not talk back or cry excessively. The punishment would adhere when the child suppressed 

their emotions. While the beating happened, the parents could for instance call their child 

fiafa’ali’I, which translates to “to want to act like a high chief” (1989: 400). From this 

example, it is clear, that not complying to an elders’ wish is akin to putting oneself above 

one’s position in the group, and to act above one’s age or status.  

In Derek Freemans (1983) accounts of Samoan childrearing it is also clear that a 

Samoan child traditionally would be used to strict disciplining. According to Freeman, 

punishment and disciplining is given by any older family member (1983: 208). The 

punishments he describes are often severe and hard, and on rare occasions resulted in 

permanent injury and even death (1983: 209). His accounts, together with those above from 

Mageo, shows how disciplining is a socializing force in Samoa. Not only is the young child 

thought to be subordinated its older family members, but the older children also learn how to 

discipline those beneath them. “Samoan social organization, then, is markedly authoritarian 

and depends directly on a system of severe discipline that is visited on young children from an 

early age” (1983: 209-210). Freeman even states getting used to taking on an outward 

demeanor varying from your emotions “produces in Samoan children an isolation of affect 

which is of quite fundamental significance in the formation of Samoan character” (1983: 

208). Therefore, the act of being disciplined is integral to becoming Samoan.  
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This description of Samoan upbringing is a traditional one, and was spoken of as being 

traditional even by Mageo in 1989 (397). While it therefor is no one-to-one relationship 

between this description and the actual lived upbringings of my informants, it helps to give an 

idea of what kind of cultural context and history the island has. Discipline and respect is still 

very important in Samoa today, and many of the same ideas and sentiment described above 

have shaped my informants. A further reason to believe so is that this system of disciplining, 

which Derek Freeman observed in the 1940s, still was in place on his later fieldworks in the 

mid 1960’s as well as in the 1980’s (Freeman, 1983: 207). While this doesn’t prove the 

practice is as important today, it at least makes it likely that the parent generation of my 

informants grew up under this kind of discipline. Some of my informants did talk about 

Samoan elders disciplining the younger generation, and spoke of it in terms of the parents 

wanting the best for their children or showing them the way.  

Hierarchy permeates the social structure of Samoa. As described there is a strong 

sense of hierarchy based on age, but there’s also a formal structure in place made up by titles 

and ranks. Derek Freeman puts a lot of emphasis on the importance of hierarchy in Samoa. He 

writes that chiefs belong to two quite distinct categories: Ali’i, which is the titular chiefs, and 

tulafale, which is the talking chiefs, or orators. The general term used for any chief is Matai, 

and the hierarchy among matais is alpha and omega in constructing and maintaining social 

order (Freeman, 1983: 123). There are matais in every level of society, from each household 

having its own matais, to more island wide titles.  The strict ordering of the Matais and how 

people relate to the hierarchy is one expression of the fa’aSamoa, or way of the Samoan 

(1983: 117). Even the government of American Samoa itself sites the āiga, with the matai as 

their heads, as the basic unit of social organization in Samoa (Government of American 

Samoa, Culture, 2016).  

The relation in rank between two matai is payed close attention to, in a formal setting, 

like a ‘ava24 ceremony or a fono25. Each village has a fa’avae which is a village constitution 

stating all the matais in relative rank to each other (Freeman, 1983: 121). When the village 

has a fono, the ‘ava will be served in order of this fa’avae. Where the different chiefs are 

seated in the faletele will also be determined by this relative rank. The relative rank between 

matais can be a source of conflict when it is not followed. According to Freeman the 

                                                 
24 “Kava, A ceremonial beverage made from the root of the shrub Piper methysticum” (Freeman, 1983: 363) 
25 Samoan government council of chiefs (Freeman, 1983: 121) 
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unauthorized recitation of genealogies is strictly forbidden “out of fear that the airing of issues 

of relative rank will lead to altercation and bloodshed” (1983: 122).  

So important is relative rank and relations in the Samoan social structure, that the 

physical space making up the villages can be understood in light of it. As Mageo writes in 

“Ferocious is the centipede” (1989), the space between the poles in the faletele is called a vā, 

which both means “space between” and “relationship” As each matai in the fono represent an 

āiga, the vā in the faletele represent the relationship between the families, but is also the 

center of the faletele (1989: 404). She continues with the word “Samoa”, which is made up of 

sā and moa. Moa has a double meaning, namely “chicken” and “center”, while sā means 

“prohibition” or “taboo” (1989: 405). Thus, one can see that the word “Samoa” in itself can 

mean something along the lines of “the center which is taboo”. This symbolism runs through 

the social organization of the village and the relationships between people. If one pass 

between two people one is expected to bow one’s head and say “tulou” which means “excuse 

me”, but which also “is really an attempt to repair a minor, but nonetheless felt, violation of 

the vā between two people” (1989: 405). It is also taboo to walk in the middle of the faletele 

while the fono is in congress, as this also violates the vā between āigas. Even the layout of the 

villages themselves are circular in the same manner. In the center of the village one fines the 

malae, which is an open space. Around this open space lay the houses of the villagers, but 

each āigas faletele is directed in a circular manner towards the malae. In that way the malae 

represent the relationship and space between the āigas in the same way as the poles of the 

faletele (1989:  405).  

Using Mageo and Freeman I have established that respect, discipline and hierarchy 

holds an important place in being Samoan. The way it is meant to be learned points to an 

interesting notion of what it means to be a Samoan. In her article “Compelling culture: The 

rhetoric of assimilation among Samoan migrants in the United States” (2007) Ilana Gershon 

discuss, amongst other things, how Samoans living in the U.S. handle bringing up children 

outside of the Samoan context. She writes that in Samoa there is a general assumption that 

“people are aware of all the social implications of occupying their particular social role”, and 

therefore “Not acting according to one’s social role, from this Samoan perspective, is 

invariably intentional” (2007: 796). This has further implications, according to Gershon, as 

the notion of knowing how to behave according to status is inherently what makes you 

Samoan. She writes that “In general, to be Samoan is to inherently know appropriate 
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behaviour in any context defined as Samoan. To fail to behave properly is to undercut the 

assertion implicit in the act of speaking, that of being Samoan” (2007: 797). Therefore, to be 

fiapoto, pretending to smartness, is an un-Samoan act.  

 The reason this may be a problem for Samoan migrants is that learning all the different 

roles and their social implications can be a big challenge without the āiga. As mentioned 

above, a lot of the upbringing in Samoa is done in a communal way. Not having an extended 

family present to supervise the children therefore leads to the children misbehaving because 

of their lack of cultural knowledge. Also, Gershon adds, the parents often blame the peers of 

the children for being bad influences, even though according to Samoan knowledge 

transmission they are supposed to learn much of their information from their peers. 

Additionally, the parents also blame the government for interfering with their ways of 

disciplining their children properly for misbehaving (2007: 800-801).  

 To summarize, respect in Samoa is associated with knowing your place and behaving 

according to rules and expectations for the role you are inhabiting at that very moment, or as 

Mageo puts it: “… in Samoa respect amounts to appropriate role playing” (1998: 3). Failure 

to adhere to these rules is viewed as intentional, and therefor also as un-Samoan. Un-Samoan 

behavior can be linked to a lack of supervision from the āiga, bad influences from peers and 

lack of proper discipline (Gershon, 2007).  

 With this cultural context it is understandable why Samoans are sought after in the 

military as well as in sports. Knowing your place and how to act your role, and obeying those 

above you in the hierarchy and your elders, are inherently traits which the Samoan cultural 

identity rest upon.  

Social mobility through the military 

Jeannette Mageo writes about the way in which one creates moral discourse through stories 

where one at first follows the rules of the moral lexicon, but at the end gets to break it. She 

uses the example from a Samoan story about the young, Cinderella-like protagonist “Scabby-

Oven-Cover” which at first serves her mother and sisters, but ends up marrying a handsome 

young chief, and then makes her sisters her servants (1998: 22). In a way, this resembles the 

narrative my informants are living. When enlisting, they enter at the lowest level not even 

holding a rank before they graduate boot camp. As in their Samoan life, they live in a 
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hierarchical system where they mostly take orders set by others. However, once the individual 

starts gaining rank in the Marine Corps, they to get to dominate others, have individual 

success and more personal autonomy. So, in the narrative of the Poolees, they themselves 

symbolize the “Scabby-Oven-Cover” role of serving, while the recruiter, the officers at the 

reserve center, or the higher-ups26 occasionally visiting from Hawai’i or San Diego symbolize 

the potential “marrying the chief” formation. The Military can give young Samoans access to 

ways of gaining a hierarchical position, albeit outside of the Samoan hierarchy, that would be 

hard to gain outside the military.  

Although Samoan society has many Matais, naturally not every person will have 

access to a title. Those at the top of Samoan society are those with political powers. Young 

people normally doesn’t have positions, and therefore must gain value in other ways. Ingjerd 

Hoëm writes about how a new labor regime in Tokelau have shifted the value put on skilled 

versus unskilled labor. Where being an expert fisherman a few decades ago had a predictable 

life-trajectory leading to status and power, it is today valued less because of the access to 

skilled wage labor. People who previously only had their bodies to gain position with, now 

become dependent upon their families (2018: 173). My informants, in that sense, are creating 

both economic value and status for themselves using nothing but their own bodies. They are 

also putting themselves within the frame of a servant-to-leader narrative described above. 

While the military and Samoan society in many ways coincide with each other, since both put 

emphasis on hierarchy, discipline and familial bonds, the military also offer many possibilities 

not easily accessed in Samoan society, include higher personal autonomy and social mobility.  

 

                                                 
26 Emic term for people above oneself in the military hierarchy.  
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3 The Marine Body 

In the process of becoming a Marine the most obvious requirements are the physical ones. 

There are specific requirements each Poolee must meet to be allowed to go to boot camp, and 

the Poolees attending PT are tested on these requirements routinely. The period spent as a 

Poolee and in boot camp is a process in which the individual first learns to embody the 

Marine. In the context of the military, having a fit body has a utility. Defending a country is a 

physical job demanding personnel that can handle the challenge. However, the body also 

plays an integral part in the cultural imagining of the Marine, both from the side of the young 

people on their way in, as well as from the Marine Corps itself. To understand the meaning of 

health and physical fitness in the preparation period, it is helpful for me to first describe what 

kind of activities are conducted at PT. 

A day at PT:  

PT-ing is the core activity in the socialization process I want to describe in this thesis. The 

PT-sessions was the place where the group met, relationships were strengthened and military 

life was tried out and investigated. The sessions were not mandatory, and the recruiter on 

many occasions pointed out he didn’t contractually have to arrange them. Some applicants 

and Poolees didn’t, for different reasons, show up to PT and were left to reach the 

requirements by themselves. The recruiter, however, always wanted as many as possible to 

show up so he could help them get fit enough, keep his own statistics up27, as well as to “build 

camaraderie”. 

The PT sessions were usually one-hour meetups at the Veterans memorial stadium or 

the OMV-lot, both located along the main road parallel to the airstrip in Tafuna. Veterans 

Memorial Stadium is a public, free and open stadium. Outside the gate to the south there’s a 

tall sign telling you that Boxing, Weight lifting, Wrestling, Track & field, Team handball and 

Karate is offered at the stadium. The stadium consists of two bleachers on the north and the 

south side of the field. In the center between the structures is a field marked for American 

football, with a track for running around it. On each side of the structure to the north you find 

                                                 
27 Contracting Poolees that doesn’t reach the requirements for boot camp before the 410 days of the Delayed 

entry program have passed reflects badly on the recruiter’s statistic.  
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a smaller independent building where different sorts of indoors training is conducted. 

Surrounding the stadium is a wall about 2.5 meters tall. At the far east side of the stadium, 

towards the airport and outside of the running track but inside of the wall is a big score board, 

and a bunch of trees. Beneath these trees, between the scoreboard, the wall and a building is 

where most of the PT-sessions were conducted. In this area, you have shelter from the sun, a 

pullup bar, and the football field and running tracks a few meters away.  

 Usually people will start showing up for PT as early as an hour before it starts, which 

usually is at 3 or 4pm. The time before PT is used to relax, catch up on sleep (for those still in 

High School coming directly from class), discuss who’s shipping out when, how to meet the 

requirements and so on, as well as friendly conversation and jokes. The recruiter shows up in 

his white Ford around 10-15 minutes before PT starts. He plants the guidon in the ground – a 

red flag with a yellow globe, anchor and eagle emblem in the middle, “RS San Diego” written 

in the lower left corner and “PCS American Samoa” written in the lower right corner, and 

USMC big and boldly across the top. The guidon tells you where American Samoa fit into the 

Marine Corps structure. The “RS San Diego” in the left corner tells you that American 

Samoa, as part of the 12th Marine Corps district, is under the San Diego Recruiting Station. 

“PCS American Samoa” shows you the user of the guidon is associated with the “Permanent 

contact Station” in American Samoa. He puts out the loudspeaker and connects it to his phone 

via Bluetooth. Music is always playing during PT. The recruiter can also use this time to hand 

out documents to the Poolees, have them sign things, or simply socialize with them. He will 

sometimes tell them about his own workouts. On one occasion the first words coming out of 

him after stepping out of his car was to tell the others that he ran from Fagatogo market to 

Coconut point earlier that day, which is an 8km run.  
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 The session start, and the group will usually do some stretching by themselves, but 

sometimes collectively. Sometimes they will start with some running, and then do strength 

exercises afterwards, or the other way around. There’s no fixed order for the parts of the 

workout. Often the sessions would have a focus. If the focus was cardio they would have a 

long run. A long run could go from the stadium, past the airport, around Tafuna High school, 

the bank of Hawaii and end up in Lions Park and back again. This run amounts to around 

6km. On strength-focused sessions they would do a short run, which could be from the 

stadium to the airport sign and back, which is around 2km. Occasionally they would also do 

sprints on the football field where you would run to the closest ten-yard marker, turn back and 

run to the start, turn around again and run to the second ten-yard marker and so on.  

 The strength exercises varied a lot. What they have in common is that they can all be 

done anywhere without equipment. The PT sessions doesn’t only serve as a social way of 

getting fit together, but also as a way for the recruiter to teach the Poolees how to stay fit by 

themselves. Watching and participating in this made it obvious to me that being fit and 

working out not only is about strength, but is also a kind of knowledge not everyone 

possesses. The average person can’t separate five different pushup exercises, or at least eight 

different exercises for your abs that can be done laying on your back. The strength sessions 

would be varied to not overwork a muscle group, but still have a focus. The only consistent 

parts of the workouts were that most of them would do pullups at the end. Some didn’t want 

to, usually because they felt like they couldn’t do it, and this was respected. The recruiter 

                                                 
28 The guidon 
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would call them out by name and have them do their pullups, and always told them to 

remember their number so they could compare to see their growth in the future. Pullups can 

be done in different ways, and they were free to choose the one they liked best. You could do 

a close grip pullup where you lift yourself with your biceps, or a wide grip pullup where you 

use your back muscles. You can also choose between having your fists towards or away from 

you. This exercise also showed me the enormous internal difference in strength in the group, 

as the most fit ones could do around 25 pullups, and the least fit could barely do one.  

 After the workout session is done the recruiter will gather the participants again and 

give some sort of debrief or share messages. After this is done they fetch the guidon and 

gather for a group photo. After every session the recruiter would upload these photos to social 

media and write a motivational quote, some information about the Marine Corps, or some 

achievement reached at the session. The pictures work both as a marketing tool and to build 

friendship, memories and collective identity. For instance, during the writing period in the 

spring of 2018 many of my informant who are now Marines shared pictures from PT on 

Facebook from the year before. By being in the pictures they show the world what they are a 

part of, that they are having fun doing it, and they are getting results and gaining direction in 

life. By sharing the photos again a year later they implicitly spotlight the progress they have 

had since then. 

 “It’s all about technique”:  

It was hardly a PT-session where the phrase “it’s all about technique”, or a version of it, was 

not uttered by the recruiter. Technique holds a rather special place in the preparation phase for 

a few different reasons. In this part I will outline how thinking about and practicing technique 

has both a pragmatic use and an effect on the Marine mindset. To master technique is 

important for the Poolees to not get injured, to pass their test at MEPS, and to get comfortable 

with the life as a Marine, to name a few. MEPS (Military Entrance Processing Station) is a 

command in the military whose job it is to process and test new recruits. Each recruit must go 

through MEPS twice before entering boot camp. The first time happens before contracting, 

also often referred to as “swearing in”, and the second times happens on your way to boot 

camp. Sometimes employees from MEPS in Hawaii will come to American Samoa to conduct 

their tests for the people about to swear in, while other times the recruits travel to Hawaii. For 
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the second round through MEPS the Poolees always travel to Hawaii, as it is on the way to 

boot camp in San Diego for the boys, and South Carolina for the girls. 

 While technique is always important to not get hurt and get the desired effect, the 

importance of technique for the Poolees also have another dimension. They are training to go 

into the military, and therefore must pass through the physical tests at MEPS. Doing the 

exercises correct is therefore important, as an incorrectly executed repetition of an exercise 

won’t get counted.  

One day at PT one of the Poolees were doing pullups, and the recruiters wife (who 

often attended PT and helped with different things, and occasionally even led the workout 

sessions) pointed out he had his chin down while doing the exercise. She reminded him that 

the requirement for an accepted pullup when tested at MEPS is that the chin touch the bar, 

and he therefore would be better off if he looked upwards while doing the pullup. The Poolee 

gets back on the bar to try three more pullups with this new tweak to his technique, and found 

that his chin is now 5cm above the bar. The recruiter and his wife therefore tells him to 

practice lifting himself just enough to reach the bar, so he can conserve his energy and do 

more pullups. Doing an exercise with the right technique can make a difference of several 

repetitions, and between reaching a requirement and not. This was pointed out when another 

Poolee was doing his pullups, and someone commented that three of the pullups he did was 

not high enough, so just a small increase in upper body strength would change his total 

number from four to seven. Luckily for both they are well above the requirement. 

Even though the Marine Corps have stated requirements for entering boot camp, doing 

a convincing performance is valued. As mentioned in the example above both boys were 

above the required number of repetitions to pass the IST29 at MEPS. However, the recruiter 

and the Poolees often emphasized that it’s advantageous to be able to do a convincing number 

of repetitions. According to the recruiter this sentiment is not only his, but also carried by his 

higher-ups and the people at MEPS. At PT on a Friday in April, the recruiter was preparing 

three boys to go to Hawaii for the first round of MEPS. He asked one of them how many 

pushups he intended to do, and he answered 35. The recruiter looked at him, and after a short 

break to think told him he should do 40, even though the requirement for contracting is 20. 

I’m startled by this and asks the recruiter why it’s important to do that many. He tells me the 

                                                 
29 Initial strength test. The test conducted at MEPS, and also once a month at PT in American Samoa, to 

determine if the Poolee is strong enough to enter the military.  
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people at MEPS can discharge you even if you passed the requirements if they think you can’t 

reach, or is going to struggle with, the shipping requirements. You therefore need to be 

convincing at MEPS so they don’t think you’re going to fail in reaching the shipping 

standard. It can even go as far as Poolees being discharged outside of a test situation, at least 

according to the recruiter. After telling me about why you should be convincing at MEPS, he 

used one of the Poolees as an example for me of someone who would probably be discharged 

if he had attended PT while the higher-ups were visiting the island. The reasons being he 

“can’t run”, and can’t do a sufficient number of pullups, pushups and crunches.  

The recruiter in American Samoa is not alone in this way of thinking. For instance, on 

the page about IST-testing at military.com (A website connecting all military people with 

information about benefits, scholarships, requirements and everything else Military) the same 

sentiment is found, all though with a slightly different reasoning. The website states that  

“Keep in mind that attending boot camp or any USMC training with only minimum 

standards will not serve you well to be a top performer. In fact, below average 

minimum standards create more problems for you with injuries, remedial PT/running 

programs, and distract you from learning your true job - being a Marine” (Military, 

2018)  

To not get injured as easily, and to be able to concentrate on learning to be a Marine you 

should be above average before entering. Additionally, the prospect of being a “top 

performer” is mentioned, which goes well with a part of the Marine mindset of always 

striving to do better. 

The recruiter would make sure the others did the exercises properly and point out their 

flaws if they had any. However, this doesn’t mean the Poolees and applicants didn’t have the 

knowledge about technique themselves. When I struggled with doing an exercise properly I 

would often ask one of them instead of the recruiter, and always got good and enlightening 

answers. At a PT-session in late May the group was going to have a short run as warm up. 

The recruiter was not there, and Ethan, one of the Poolees, had decided to take charge of the 

session in his absence. When they started running Eric ran off at an incredible speed, which I 

commented to Ethan. He answered “Yeah, he’s going fast, but he’s gonna burn out half way”. 

This comment, to me, implied a knowledge from Ethan that while going fast is impressive it 

is not necessarily the best way to approach running.   
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To look closer at the technique of running is interesting because it’s the exercise in 

which the right technique is the most associated with having a certain mindset. Mata, a Poolee 

who shipped out in May, talked about being a smoker in our interview. While he’s certainly 

aware of the fact that smoking is bad for your lungs, he also found benefits in being a smoker. 

For him the cigarettes helped clear his mind and don’t think about anything “And that’s 

basically a good way for running. Just do not think of anything”. According to the recruiter 

“It’s all muscle memory. Just keep on running every day and you’ll be fine”. His wife also 

agreed to this at a different time when she told me the boys didn’t train enough cardio, and 

that they should practice running because “running is mental”. Through my own participation 

in the PT sessions I found this to hold true to a large degree. I experienced that running far 

comes down to the body getting into the right groove, and being in the right headspace helps 

you do that. The recruiter advised them to not look to far ahead while running, and look down 

at the road instead. I found that by following this advice, letting my mind zone out and the 

body set its own pace, I could suddenly run further than before. Being able to run is about 

managing your breath, setting a tempo and conserving energy, which the body seems to do 

best when you don’t focus on it.  

How technique is learned:  

Although fitness, as any other skillset, is a knowledge-based endeavor, it can hardly be called 

esoteric knowledge. Therefore, applicants to the Marine Corps will come to their first PT-

session already carrying a certain idea of how to perform the different exercises. While most 

people have at some point at least seen or tried to do a pushup, crunch or any other exercise, it 

is not a given that the exercise was executed correctly. Following this, it then becomes the 

shared task of the recruiter, the Marine Corps and the follow participants at the PT-sessions to 

pass on knowledge of how to do different exercises. Since the IST-test at MEPS consists of a 

handful of exercises, a hierarchy is made between those exercises and the others. Being an 

efficient runner and having good technique at pushups, pullups and crunches is most 

important. Being efficient in these exercises are valued more than other exercises, and is the 

measurement when comparing different Poolees. They are also given different value by some 

of the Poolees. According to Sione, a rather new thing at MEPS is that you can opt out of 

doing pullups and do pushups instead, but he couldn’t think of any reason why you would do 



38 

 

that. Pullups, being the harder exercise, have more prestige, and therefore makes opting to do 

pushups feel like the next best thing.  

 The differentiation between the IST-exercises and the others can be seen in how they 

are learned. The IST-exercises are much more often talked specifically about, where the 

recruiter will demonstrate and talk about how to do it right. Since these exercises are being 

counted at MEPS they have certain requirements for being accepted or counted. For instance, 

the requirements for an accepted pushup is that the arms are bent to 90 degrees, and that you 

don’t put your knees down when taking a break. Instead you can take a break by doing what 

the recruiter referred to as “building a house”, where you stretch out your legs and arms and 

lift your posterior up to form some sort of triangle with your body. Additionally, he suggested 

good pushup technique included spreading your legs wide to spread out your weight and to 

breath in and out on every repetition. Which position you hold your arms is optional, and you 

are advised to do what feels comfortable. However, the choice of position determines which 

muscles is used during the pushup. Putting your arms to the ground parallel to your shoulders 

means mostly utilizing your chest muscles, while the triceps take more over the further down 

your torso you place your arms.  

 As demonstrated above, the knowledge of the IST-exercises is taught more thoroughly 

than with other exercises, both verbally and through imitation. However, all exercises are to 

some degree taught through imitation. Marcel Mauss writes in “Techniques of the body” 

(1973) about how education in bodily technique often is a “prestigious imitation”, and 

continues “The child, the adult, imitates actions which have succeeded and which he has seen 

successfully performed by people in whom he has confidence and who have authority over 

him” (1973: 73). I would say what often happened at PT was a kind of prestigious imitation, 

where the participants of the session imitated the leader of the session. On other occasions 

when the recruiter wasn’t present others took leadership. For a period, his wife led the 

sessions, but on two occasions Poolees stepped up and took leadership of the group, as Ethan 

did in the example above, which was also an act of prestigious imitation of the leader role. 

Watching and imitating others is the main way in which new exercises are learned, with 

important aspects of the exercise sometimes being conveyed verbally. However, how much of 

the teaching is oral changes based on the importance of the exercise. While a pushup would 

be taught with as much detail, or more, as written above, an exercise like the squat would be 
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explained by a demonstration and a comment along the lines of “you hold your arms like this 

and bend your legs like this”.   

Dealing with pain: 

The idea of pushing the body and not letting the mind take over also applies to other exercises 

than running. Nevertheless, in other exercises this mindset helps you continue, but is not 

integral in getting the exercise right in the first place. In our first interview, where we 

pretended that the recruiter recruited me, he told me about the importance of changing your 

mindset to get fit after I chose the benefit tag30 “physical fitness”. He said 

“And I think that the biggest part of people failing or feeling like they’re 

dying during a physical test or, you know. … Once your mind takes over, 

then your body shuts down. So, if you can have that mentality where you’re 

always believing that “you can do this. You can accomplish whatever is 

there in front of you”. That mountain is like Mount Everest, right? But you 

don’t look at it like that. You look at it like a little hill, and you just take one 

foot, and you put your foot forward and you keep walking. One foot after 

the other. One foot after the other. And you don’t think about how far 

you’re going, you’re just thinking about you accomplishing it. You being 

done. You getting it done.”  

This excerpt from our interview is telling for the role mindset plays in reaching a certain level 

of physical fitness. Having control of the mind is key to having control of the body. In this 

excerpt, the body is viewed as having untapped potential the mind is keeping away from you. 

His solution to the problem is changing your mindset to an approach where what you can 

accomplish is much more than you think you can. Changing your perception of your own 

body and what pain means can move the body from being static (“I can’t do this”) to 

discovering the body’s docility and ability of being formed to meet required utility (Foucault, 

1995: 137). In other words, the mindset change comes before the physical results of the 

training. It’s also an element of not letting your body fool you. When you feel like stopping 

it’s your mind fooling you into believing you have nothing more to give. In that sense feeling 

pain while working out is a good thing. The recruiter would often come with comments while 

in the middle of an exercise like “if your stomach ain’t burning you’re doing something 

wrong”, which sends the message you’re supposed to feel pain, and you should push through 

it. At the end of the excerpt, he gives more specific advice on how to change your mindset. If 

                                                 
30 Eleven different tags representing tangible and intangible traits the marine corps can provide for you, such as 

“technical skills”, “Challenge”, “Pride of belonging” and “Educational opportunity”.  
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you have a larger task, but focus on one part at a time the larger task will feel easier to 

accomplish. Therefore, focusing on the next step is better than thinking about how far is left. I 

saw the same way of thinking when the Poolees were doing pullups, and the recruiter repeated 

“one more” after each repetition, instead of saying “five more until you reach 20”. The last 

part of the excerpt is, however, a bit contradicting to itself. He first suggests you focus on 

putting one foot in front of the other, while also advising to think of “You being done. You 

getting it done”, which would imply reaching a larger goal. This can also be interpreted as not 

acting aimlessly, but always in the back of your mind having an end in sight. Even though 

your end goal is the peak of Mount Everest, you don’t focus on that while climbing towards 

the first basecamp. The group used several motivational mottos or quotes revolving around 

handling or getting through pain, the two most prominent being “Mind over matter, if you 

don’t mind it doesn’t matter”, and “Pain is weakness leaving the body”. The second phrase 

was even used as a quote on an official Marine Corps t-shirt many in the group wore.  

 Along with a mindset of accepting and even encouraging pain comes the importance 

of the ability to separate good pain from bad pain. If you showed signs of slowing down or 

giving up on an exercise you would usually get a few encouraging comments such as “push 

yourself” or “come on, one more!”, but if you still couldn’t continue it would not be 

commented on. I experienced it as a shared implicit agreement that everyone was exploring 

the balance within themselves between pushing oneself and not pushing too far, and that the 

others therefore had understanding when you reached your limit. At the same time, it was an 

unspoken consensus that the encouragements of “push yourself” and “ignore the pain” had an 

implied “But stop if you feel bad pain” in it. On April 26th a Poolee doing his IST-test in 

Brentwood, California had passed out and died. At PT in American Samoa that day, and the 

following day, this was discussed a lot, and the recruiter used this tragic story as a reminder 

that if you feel severe or strange pain, or see stars while working out you need to stop.  

The recruiter and the Marine Corps are interested in having their Marines be fit, but 

they are no use if they get injured from pushing too hard and burning themselves out. 

Upwards in the chain of command it’s a shared interest in having as many Poolees as possible 

make it to boot camp and not drop out. The recruiter is pressured from his higher-ups to reach 

certain goals, while they in turn are pressured from their higher-ups. A part of the recruiter’s 

role therefore consists of maintaining the balance between pushing the Poolees to do better, 

and holding them back to not get injured. An example of this is how he handled the Poolees 
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when there was a half marathon on the Island on April 8th. A half marathon is 21km, but he 

wouldn’t let the Poolees shipping out to boot camp on May 12th run any more than 10km. His 

reasoning was that he needed them to stay uninjured, and not be over-trained before going 

through MEPS and heading to boot camp. So, the job of the recruiter, and the job of the 

Poolees, is to find the right balance between pushing oneself and not pushing too hard. 

Dealing with pain to get results, and not experiencing bad pain or injury.  

The role of physical fitness and health in the recruitment 

process:  

Physical fitness and health is the gatekeeper into the military. While motivation and mindset 

is integral in having a successful life in the Marine Corps, you will not get anywhere without 

health and fitness no matter how motivated you are. Being a Marine can be a physically 

demanding job, and one routinely must take physical tests throughout a career in the military 

to gain new ranks. The Marine therefore must maintain a certain level of fitness even if their 

MOS (military occupational specialty) is a desk job. Also, fitness is measurable. To create a 

uniformity between different recruiting stations and MEPS locations, and within the Marine 

Corps and the wider military, you need standards that can be documented. The Marine Corps 

being a branch where every individual is fit and ready can be associated with both their public 

image as well as the expectation of a high level of readiness.  

The requirements associated with different branches is a source of pride and 

differentiation between oneself and the others. When asked what made the Marines different 

from the Army, many of the Poolees and the recruiter would say the army, amongst other 

things, are more lenient. One in the PT-group even said, “The army has lower standards 

because they have no standard, really”. To maintain oneself as an elite branch of the military, 

which most people would agree the Marines are, one also must separate oneself from the 

other. In addition to viewing themselves as “The few. The proud. The Marines”, the identity 

of being an elite branch was also helped along by implying the army will accept anyone. 

Therefore, being able to point to the standards in the Marine Corps in a way becomes proof of 

their elite status. I must stress here that their status as a stricter branch with higher standards is 

not only a view held by themselves, but also by others outside of the Marine Corps. Many 
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people associated with the army, including members of the SVO at ASCC, veterans and the 

army recruiters agreed the Marines are stricter and a harder branch to get into.  

The challenge of staying healthy in American Samoa:  

In addition to requirements regarding physical strength, the Marine Corps also have weight 

requirements. I am not sure how the weight envelope is calculated, but it’s different from the 

widely used BMI (body mass index), as it goes higher to allow for muscle mass. The aspect of 

health can be a challenge for many applicants in American Samoa, as it according to the 

WHO is the most obese place in the world (Smith, 2017). While most of my informants 

eventually managed to meet the weight requirement, it was mentioned by many as one of the 

things they needed to work on before shipping out. However, just observing people, shops 

and restaurants in American Samoa on a daily basis makes it easy to understand how easy it is 

to get derailed from a healthy diet. The cheapest soda available at every store, which there are 

a lot of, cost 50¢. Even though water is cheaper (as low as $4.99 for 24 bottles) even the low-

income families can drink large amounts of soda. There is no shortage of access to fast-food 

like burgers and pizza, as well as imported canned food.  Even though healthy food and water 

is readily available, both at shops and supermarkets and growing on private land, eating 

healthy sometimes also means going against the habits of your family. Considering Samoan 

families are often big in numbers, and have multiple generations and extended family living 

together on the same plot of family land makes one understand how challenging this can be. 

The accessibility of fast-food, and the habit of eating it, can be challenging to overcome for 

many. I on many occasions saw my informants go directly from PT to a fast food restaurant to 

eat burgers and drink soda. This goes to show the project of becoming fit and healthy and 

changing your lifestyle is easier said than done.  

 Even though American Samoa have huge challenges with obesity and ailments 

following with it, they also have a remarkably high rate of recruitment to the military. In 2014 

the Army recruitment station on island was ranked #1 per capita of all the army recruitment 

stations to the American military (U.S. Army Reserve, 2016). It is, however, possible to be in 

both the category of overweight according to WHO statistic and the category of fit for the 

military. My informant Sione struggled with getting within his acceptable weight up until he 

shipped out, and passed the weighing at MEPS with only a half-pound margin. In our 

interview, he told me he struggled with overeating and eating the wrong kind of food. At the 
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same time, Mata struggled with the opposite problem. He struggled with getting heavy 

enough to pass the weight requirement set in his contract. He therefor faced a dilemma in the 

last month before shipping out, as attending PT resulted in him burning calories and losing 

weight. He had to find a way to stay fit and be prepared for meeting the requirements at 

MEPS and the grueling physical challenges of the 13-week boot camp, while also getting his 

weight high enough. He told me his solution to the problem would be to eat a lot every day, as 

well as focusing on strength exercises to add muscle mass and thereby add weight. While 

Sione needed to stay away from unhealthy food and indulging too much, fast food and 

overeating became a viable “quick fix” for the problem Mata had. They both passed the tests 

at MEPS and are now Marines.  

 For the people who have already contracted to the military weight is usually the 

biggest health challenge, if they have any. Their concerns revolve around meeting the 

requirements in their contract, and to get all the paperwork done. Before contracting there is a 

wider array of concerns. If you for instance have had a fracture in your arm before, like Mata 

had, you need to get it checked by a doctor who attest for it healing properly. If you have 

glasses you need to document you’re not reliant on them, or that you don’t have other 

disqualifying conditions in your eyes like diplopia. The recruiter who worked in American 

Samoa before the current one wrongfully wrote in Siones paperwork he has diplopia which 

got him discharged at MEPS. He got that sorted out when the current recruiter arrived, but it 

shows that sorting out medical issues can add stress to the process. The period before 

contracting is used to establish your eligibility for military service, while the period as a 

Poolee after contracting is used to maintain it. For the women pregnancy is an additional 

concern, since you can’t ship out and become a Marine, or member of any other branch for 

that matter, if you are currently pregnant.  

Disciplining the body 

Marcel Mauss (1973) call technique “an action which is effective and traditional […] It has to 

be effective and traditional. There is no technique and no transmission in the absence of 

tradition” (1973: 75). Having requirements for different exercises at MEPS is practical to 

have everyone be accepted into the military on equal and fair grounds, but also have the effect 

of making a formalized, traditional way of performing an exercise. There’s bound to be a 

variety of ways to do the exercise, but some aspects must be constant across the board. Since 
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technique is an action that is effective and traditional, training is “… the search for, the 

acquisition of an efficiency” (1973: 75). Becoming efficient is without a doubt a large part of 

acquiring the technique and skill required to enter the military. As mentioned above, the 

recruiter links running with muscle memory, which certainly can be called a form of 

efficiency, or, as Tone Danielsen writes, “Practices are bodily stored knowledge” (2015: 33).  

Mauss’ idea of technique resonates with Michel Foucault’s description of discipline in 

“Discipline and punish” (1995). Here he offers an in-depth analysis of the birth of the concept 

of discipline. He describes a turn from where one in the 1700’s, in the search for soldiers, 

found people already fitting the part, to a view in the 1800’s that soldiers could be made of 

ordinary men (1995: 135). Regarding the concept, Foucault writes 

 “The methods, which made possible the meticulous control of the 

operations of the body, which assured the constant subjection of its forces 

and imposed upon them a relation of docility-utility, might be called 

‘discipline’” (1995: 137)  

Even though Foucault have been criticized, for instance by Noel Dyck, for not paying enough 

attention to the individuals agency in situations and institutions of discipline (2008: 2-7), a 

critique to which I agree, the quote above strikes me as essential to the concept of discipline. 

Taking advantage of the bodies docility to form and shape it to become proficient at 

performing a specific form of task or movement describes what one is trying to do when 

entering a form of disciplinary regime. This essence applies whether the regime is self-

imposed or exterior to the individual. The Poolees are shaping their docile bodies and minds 

to the utility of the military. The creation of suitable individuals through a specific form of 

applied discipline allows the larger whole to interchange its parts without the whole changing.  

“In discipline, the elements are interchangeable, since each is defined by 

the place it occupies in a series, and by the gap that separates it from the 

others… Discipline is an art of rank, a technique for the transformation of 

arrangements. It individualizes bodies by a location that does not give them 

a fixed position, but distributes them and circulates them in a network of 

relations” (Foucault, 1995: 145-146).   

In the same way as a school is separated into different classes and age grades, and the role of 

“5th grader" is interchangeable because it references a rank in the progression through the 

school system, the military is also made up of ranks in relations to each other. Any part of the 

military is interchangeable because they are all formed by the same system of discipline. For 

instance, having the rank of Lance Corporal shows a placement in the progress of rank, not a 
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specific skillset. So, when the Lance Corporal progress to Corporal someone else will 

progress from Private First Class to Lance Corporal and fill the void. There’s change in 

personnel in the rank, but no difference in the structure of the organization or the efficiency of 

its daily activities. They all conform to a certain level of physical fitness and ideally share the 

same values and principles, making them interchangeable. 

 The interchangeability of personnel can be attributed to the habitus they all acquire 

through becoming and being Marines. Pierre Bourdieu (1993) describes habitus as  

“the product of the work of inculcation and appropriation necessary in 

order for those products of collective history, the objective structures … to 

succeed in reproducing themselves more or less completely, in the form of 

durable dispositions, in the organisms … lastingly subjected to the same 

conditionings, and hence placed in the same material conditions of 

existence” (1993: 85) 

Training one’s body is the search for physical efficiency, while habitus is the premise for 

knowing what to do and how to act in every situation within the cultural scene one operates 

in. A Marine who have successfully acquired the durable dispositions Bourdieu writes about 

will be fit to act appropriately in any given situations. The habitus is the unintentional and 

unnoticed structures shaping actions, which in turn recreates the structure, and thus becomes 

“the durably installed generative principle of regulated improvisation” (1993: 78). That means 

improvisation, far from being fully free and taken out of thin air, is based in the habitus of the 

actor, making the actions “without either explicit reason or signifying intent, be none the less 

“sensible” and “reasonable”.” (1993: 79). Turning people into soldiers, as mentioned above, is 

in essence the acquisition the habitus of the military, allowing them to act in any relevant 

situation in accordance to the expected mode of conduct even though the situation is 

improvised.  

 Talking about the ways in which one acquires habitus, Bourdieu agrees with the 

argument in Mauss mentioned above. Children mimic gestures that “express everything that 

goes to make an accomplished adult” (Bourdieu, 1993: 87), in other words a prestigious 

imitation (Mauss, 1973: 73). He claims habitus is learned in large part through embodiment, 

that “the “book” from which the children learn their vision of the world is read with the body” 

(Bourdieu, 1993: 90). So, when my informants partake in imitation during PT, they are 

simultaneously acquiring the habitus of the Marine Corps. Being disciplined itself can also be 

transferred through imitation. An instructor at ROTC always tried to show and lead by 
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example. In order to make his students disciplined, he showed them he himself was 

disciplined and the lifestyle was working for him. He wanted the students to look at him and 

the other instructors and think “He’s doing the right thing, so let me do the right thing!”. 

 Bourdieu writes that “Body hexis speaks directly to the motor function” but is 

nonetheless “charged with a host of social meaning” (1993: 87). The actor, through learning 

the walk, the talk or the act of the surrounding structure, simultaneously learns the social 

codes, what is important and what is expected of them. Doing pushups shoulder to shoulder 

with your fellow Poolees at the same speed while counting out loud also teaches the Poolee 

something about brotherhood, about accountability, about discipline, and about the Marine 

Corps’ expectation of them.  

 Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Margaret Lock problematizes the body in anthropology in 

“The mindful body” (1987). They present the idea of three different bodies, namely the 

individual, the social and the political body. The individual body is “understood in the 

phenomenological sense of the lived experience of the body-self” (1987: 7). The social body 

is “referring to the representational uses of the body as a natural symbol with which to think 

about nature, society and culture” (1987: 7), while the political body is “referring to the 

regulation, surveillance, and control of bodies (individual and collective) in reproduction and 

sexuality, in work and in leisure, in sickness and other forms of deviance and human 

difference” (1987: 7-8). They bring up how the stability of body politics in a polity (like a 

state) rests on its ability to “regulate populations (the social body) and to discipline individual 

bodies” (1987: 8).  

Having a military with physical standards, tested and formalized at MEPS, is one of 

many ways the state can discipline individual bodies. The role of the body in becoming a 

Marine, or part of any other branch of the military, makes the bodies involved both social and 

political. They are social since the emphasis on physical fitness makes the fit body a public 

symbol of the Marine culture and of societies expectations of military personnel. This is 

especially obvious since even the holders of non-combating jobs must maintain their fitness. 

For instance, Sione claimed you can see the physical difference between a member of the 

Army and a Marine because a Marine is “always fit, always lean, always ready to go”. They 

are political bodies since the level of fitness of the body is, in essence, regulated politically 

following that the military is a part of the Department of Defense. If one asks the question 

“what does the Marine Corps produce?”, one answer, although an ideal stereotype, would be 
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fit, healthy bodies leading interesting, moral and exciting lives. The holistic image of the 

Marine will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 In this chapter I have showed the process of getting fit is closely related to embodying 

the Marine, and in acquiring the mindset and habitus needed in the Marine Corps. Through 

reaching the requirements they simultaneously learn and practice the discipline and docility 

which will be crucial for them later in boot camp and beyond.  
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4 Mental preparedness and Mindset 

“Semper Fidelis – It means always faithful. It means when you stand 

shoulder to shoulder with fellow Marines, you stand among family. 

Thousands strong, you and those beside you will own the privilege of 

continuing the rich heritage of dedication and honor passed down since the 

time this nation was born. And even after you put the uniform away, your 

place as a Marine will remain. You will always be counted as one of the 

few”  

This quote is lifted from a recruiting brochure, and is packed with pathos aimed at the 

individual applicants wish to belong to and bond with a larger entity with a strong and shared 

identity. Instead of speaking about the fiscal, physical or educational benefits of enlisting, as 

was done in many of the army brochures, it speaks to the pride, heritage and lasting identity 

of becoming and being a Marine. The Marine Corps is full of references to identity, mindset 

and belonging, like their motto “The few. The proud. The Marines”, which encapsulates both 

pride and membership in an exclusive club at once. One also has the core values of honor, 

courage and commitment which is meant to carry a Marine through every challenge in life. A 

different catchphrase is semper fidelis – always faithful, pointing to the Marine being a 

lifelong identity. Furthermore, one also has leadership traits and principles, benefit tags and 

enduring principles. No person will be able to embody every trait, principle, value and motto 

of the Marine Corps, and I don’t want to paint a picture where this seems the case. However, 

there is a distinct self-subscribed Marine Corps identity my informants, and Marines across 

America, identify with and unify under. “Few, perhaps none, of the individuals will have the 

same personality as the institution; but collectively, they take on a recognizable personality” 

(Builder, 1997: 110).  

 In this chapter I will discuss the importance of mindset, identity and belonging in the 

Marine Corps, how mindset change is emphasized and taught, and how some of the important 

values and traits in the Marine Corps coincide with strong Samoan values and others don’t. 

The mindset change and the physical process discussed in the last chapter are deeply 

interwoven and integral in making Marines. I will analyze important aspects of the Marine 

Corps mindset, how it is conveyed both verbally and through bodily praxis, and what it does 

in the life of my informants.  
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The mindset-change.  

From early contact with the recruiter the importance of a mental change is stressed. I 

encountered this personally when I was pretend recruited for a recorded interview with the 

recruiter.  

“… That’s ultimately what I wanna do as a recruiter, is change your 

mindset. Change the way you think, change the way you act, change the way 

you feel about yourself, about your future, about a career. And ultimately 

when that mindset is changed, then it becomes easier for you to make the 

right decisions along the road that you are gonna be taking. To become 

successful.” 

The quote is from only 12 minutes into the recording of the interview. Most of the content of 

the interview before that was strictly practical, or regarded my own motivations and reasons 

for being there that day. After getting the “why are you here” and “Are you medically and 

legally qualified” out of the way, the red thread through the hour-long interview became what 

kind of person you would like to be, how to become that person, and how the Marine Corps 

could do that for you. My experience during this interview was different than for real 

applicants since my answers wouldn’t have real life consequences for me. The case is 

different when the same questions and promises are directed towards young people who 

actually are potential Marines. If one adds that many have limited or no experiences outside 

their home island, being meet with possibilities of money, travel, brotherhood and action 

could have a huge impact on the applicant.   

The quote tells me the Marine Corps claims they can give me an all-encompassing 

change in my life, and it all starts with mindset. It not only helps you in your daily life, but is 

directly associated with making god decisions and becoming successful. He describes a rather 

big change, as the mindset will change the way you think, act and feel about yourself, as well 

as about your future and career. Becoming and being a Marine is a holistic life change 

encompassing most aspects of life, a sentiment encapsulated in the phrase “Once a Marine, 

always a Marine”, as well as the motto semper fidelis, which will be elaborated below. 

Therefore, the recruiter spends a lot of time in the initial interview talking about what kind of 

person the applicant wants to become. He asks the applicants what they do to relax and 

recharge, and presents them with all the different sports, activities and hobbies you can pursue 

as a member of the military. In that way, the prospect of being able to pursue anything from 

fishing to skydiving becomes a factor in recruitment. Having access to such activities keeps 
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the personnel happy, but also helps to keep up the public image of the military. Traveling, 

experiencing, being fit and healthy, and leading interesting lives helps to recreate the image of 

the military member, in my case the Marine, as something desirable. Amongst my informants 

in Tutuila, the “Marine” was regarded as a perpetual status much more than any other branch 

of service. Marines are Marines first, even after retirement. Presenting the Marine as a holistic 

being instead of as a state of employment keeps the image of the branch as exclusive alive in 

the public discourse.  

The recruiter would often tell his Poolees and applicants they were themselves 

responsible for getting ready to ship out. Stressing this change will come through a mindset 

change in that sense helps them understand the change they are seeking must come from 

within them, and helps towards the recruiters’ goal of making them independent people 

responsible for themselves and their own growth. This is even pointed out in the leadership 

principles, where it’s stated you should “know yourself and seek self-improvement” (Marines, 

2018a). The recruiter mentioned this trait at a PT session in June, urging the Poolees and 

applicants to work on the things they are lacking in.  

Although telling regarding the importance of the concept, this quote is just a shallow 

introduction to the vague idea of a mindset in the Marine Corps. Following the well-known 

anthropological trope of “everything is connected to everything” urges me to dig deeper into 

the idea of the mindset, what it is and what it is based on.  

Values, traits and principles: 

As any organization of its size, the Marine Corps consists of a web of numerous rules, codes, 

values, traits and principles which all tell you something about the ideal social life within the 

branch of service. At the core of this web is the three core values of honor, courage and 

commitment.  The values are used actively to make Marines from the point of recruiting, 

through boot camp and beyond. Teaching of the core values was introduced into boot camp in 

1995 by General Carl E. Mundy, but was met with some reluctance as the drill instructors 

mistook it for sensitivity training “but that soon disappeared and drill instructors embraced the 

core values as something they could use to make the Corps better” (Woulfe, 1998: 23).  

As often is the case with values aimed at making a large number of people feel like a 

unified collective, the Marine Corps’ core values are vague enough to be related to vastly 
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different things. I experienced this throughout my interviews with Poolees, since their 

answers to what the core values meant to them varied greatly. Some of them couldn’t even 

remember what the three core values were, but would name other traits that embody the same 

sentiment, or are mentioned in other contexts within the branch. One Poolee for instance 

named honor, determination, integrity and respect as important Marine values. Another 

named honor, leadership and respect, which once again are important to the Marine Corps, 

but not the three core values. On the other hand, some have done their research and had 

elaborate opinions and thoughts about what the three core values means.  

Honor, commitment, courage. Those are the three major values. Three main 

values in the Marine Corps. Honor as in… like honor the poor, honor those 

who’ve done their work, those who put their lives on the line. That’s how I 

see ‘honor’[…]Honor is to honor those who’s falling, those who’ve put 

their lives on the line for the Marine Corps and for the country. And 

Courage is being able to put in your own work, put in your own effort to 

contribute to the work that previous Marines have done. Contribute to the 

work that previous Marines have put in and keep it going, keep the tradition 

going. Keep it going of what it means to be a Marine. Things you gotta do 

and what’s expected of you. […] It’s very difficult to…. not to honor, that’s 

easy! Everyone can honor a fallen for what they’ve done and for their 

heroic acts. But it’s the courage I find the most difficult value that we have 

in the Marine Corps, cause not everyone has the ability to muster up all that 

courage and do the [most] courageous thing they’ve ever done, and 

sometimes the [most] courageous thing, it doesn’t have to be like… taking a 

bullet, or doing this or doing this… Sometimes it could be standing up for 

what you believe in, making a difference in the world, and honestly you 

don’t have to be a Marine to do that. You can do that as your typical 

civilian, but in the Marine core that’s one of the main values. Courage, and 

then honor of course, and the commitment that’s keeping with it, to commit 

to the core, commit to what you signed up for. Those are the three main 

values of the Marine Corps. - Sione 

This excerpt showcases a Poolee who have given much thought to the values of the Marine 

Corps. It also shows the all-encompassing character of the mindset, values and way of life 

promoted by the Marine Corps is to a large degree just good life advice in general. One of the 

goals for the military is to make good citizens. It’s for instance one of the main stated goals 

for the JROTC program in high school discussed in chapter two, as well as one of the 

leadership principles (“Set the example”) (Marines, 2018a).   

On their official website, the Marine Corps describes honor as the bedrock, which “is 

the quality that empowers Marines to exemplify the ultimate in ethical and moral behavior”. 

Courage is the heart of the values, and describes the mental, moral and physical strength 
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enabling the Marines to do what they are supposed to do, and to face new challenges. 

Commitment is the “spirit of determination and dedication” to both the corps and the country, 

promoting professionalism and discipline, and “is the value that establishes the Marine as the 

warrior and citizen others strive to emulate” (Marines, 2018b). The description of 

“commitment” shows how the view of the Marine as a holistic being shapes the motivation 

for the members of the branch, as they are expected to be model citizens.  

 As seen above, not all Poolees have the same grasp of what the core values are. Also, 

their explanations for what the core values entail differ from each other. The idea of shared 

values can be grasped both intellectually and emotionally. This makes it possible for the 

group to maintain its cohesiveness and integration across all levels of knowledge. The fact the 

core values are vague makes it possible for Poolees and Marines to attribute different content 

to them but still be united by them.  While Sione associates courage with putting in the work 

necessary, and standing up for what you believe in, Leaonard associates it with being 

prepared to take pain and being brave. Margaret Archer (1988) argues that the idea of a 

coherent, fully logical cultural system is a myth. As the arch typical example of the myth she 

uses Evans-Pritchad’s description of the Azande, where he describes their cultural integration 

in this way: “In this web of belief every strand depends upon every other strand, and a Zande 

cannot get out of its meshes because it is the only world he knows” (As cited in Archer, 1988: 

7). Her argument is that, contrary to these strands that depends on each other in an 

unescapable web, culture is full of inconsistencies, loose ends and contradictory logic 

(Archer, 1988: 1-20). She distinguishes between cultural system integration, which refers to 

the logical consistency of a cultural system, while socio-cultural integration is the cohesion of 

behavior in a cultural group (1988: 6). She illustrates this in an example about tradition:  

“The force of the tradition is seen as the force of the traditional belief 

system rather than of the traditional way of life. On the contrary, I would 

argue that it is the latter which fosters uniformity and continuity in 

collective patterns of behaviour, whereas it is an illusion foisted on 

traditional life that its regularities are orchestrated by an overarching 

Cultural System”. (1988: 12)  

Transferred to my informants, this means that while they for instance do pushups together in a 

uniform fashion, shouting the same words at the same time, they might be attributing to this 

behavior different content. The curious thing about group identity is despite this difference in 

understanding of what the core values means or their personal motivation for joining, their 
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link to each other as a group is unquestionable. Also, it is not the shared values and Marine 

culture that makes them uniform, but rather the uniformity that makes them appear as unified.  

 One day at PT the recruiter handed out cards with the core values printed on them, or 

“Honor, courage, commitment-cards” as he called them. While handing them out he told the 

Poolees the card would “get you places”, as well as “get you out of crap”. He told them to 

always keep it with them, and that he still has his card. I later asked him what he meant by 

“get you out of crap”, and he said 

“It’s more so a figure of speech. But if you carry your honor, courage, 

commitment-card and you do find yourself in a problem with a higher-up, 

they always ask if you have your card as a reminder to what values we hold 

as Marines and what makes us different” 

The card is both a reminder of what the core values are, as well as a memory. The recruiter 

still remembers where he was, when and from who he got his card, and the cards the Poolees 

got that day will for some of them serve as a reminder of him, what he thought them and the 

process of becoming a Marine. Being a Marine is a position filled with pride, and the core 

values is a concrete representation of what they are proud of. “If there’s one thing you take 

pride in it’s the “honor, courage, commitment-card”. Core values!”. This quote also shows the 

importance put on finding things that makes the Marine Corps different from the other 

branches, which my informants talked a lot about.  

 As mentioned above, the Marine Corps also operates with leadership principles. These 

eleven principles are a guideline to what to do to be a good leader. Even though these 

leadership principles were not spoken of and thought to the applicants and Poolees in their 

entirety in my PT group in Tutuila, as is done with the three main values, they are referenced 

occasionally to make a point about something. At a PT-session, the recruiter brought up that 

it’s important for a Marine to live by the principles. His reason for bringing them up that day 

was to make the Poolees train on their own outside of PT. He told them about the principle 

“Know yourself and seek self-improvement”, which, if internalized, ideally would be a 

perpetual incentive to always stay fit. This was, however, not the first time the recruiter told 

them something with this general message. The difference this time was the use of the 

principles to add weight to his words. It gives his words the added dimension of not only 

benefiting the individual Poolee, but also the Marine Corps in general. This leadership 

principle is one of the traits that does not coincide with a traditional Samoan upbringing. 

While the Samoan emphasis on respect often gives the parents, elders and superiors the final 
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say, this principle gives the Samoan Poolees an individuality and a sense of being the makers 

of their own future.  

 When speaking of the phrase Semper fidelis – the motto of the USMC, often shortened 

to semper fi – the values and mindset was often referenced. Semper fidelis is Latin for 

“always faithful”, but what one specifically is faithful to is not stated, nor agreed upon 

amongst the Poolees. It could mean to be faithful to the Marine Corps, to the country and its 

citizens, or be interpreted it to be faithful to yourself and your fellow Marines. Given the 

many different interpretations of the expression, it works in ways like that of a flag. Michael 

Billig writes that national flags now for the most part have symbolic value, meaning they are 

not signaling a specific meaning but rather symbolize the nation, but carry no information 

(Billig, 2010: 3-4). In a similar way, the phrase Semper fidelis holds no information, but 

symbolize the commitment to the identity as a Marine, the bond between them and the eternal 

scope of the membership. As described with the core values above, this phrase is8u7uu7 both 

vague and specific at once, which makes it easy to latch on to.  

 “The corps” as a social actor: 

It often occurred to me during fieldwork, as well as when working with my material, that the 

Marine Corps, the Marines, or the corps was referenced in a way among my informants that 

made it seem like an entity that is more than the sum of its parts. That the corps itself is an 

actor in the social world of both future and current Marines. This idea shows itself when 

speaking about semper fi. For many of my informants it means to be faithful to the Corps. 

This of course means staying faithful to the members of the branch, but also to its values, 

principles, rules and way of life. In that way, when speaking of being faithful to the Marine 

Corps, what the Corps can give you and so on reference the branch as an entity with its own 

agenda which is raised above the individuals contained within it. This way of thinking is 

comparable to nationalisms use of “the nation” as a bonding entity31.  

 Ernest Gellner describes nationalism as “primarily a political principle, which holds 

that the political and the national unit should be congruent» (2006: 1). Ernest Gellner focus on 

the political aspect of nationalism, which makes it a question of power and rule. Benedict 

Anderson emphasizes the emotional connections between the people within the nation, an 

                                                 
31 I will dive deeper into nationalism and its implications for my informants in chapter.  
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emotion that’s for some is so strong they are willing to die for the fraternity (1983: 16). 

Thomas Hylland Eriksen, after considering the views of both Gellner and Anderson, finds the 

congruent parts of their views to be that 

“both stress that nations are ideological constructions seeking to forge a 

link between (self-defined) cultural groups and state, and that they create 

abstract communities of a different order from those dynamic states or 

kinship-based communities which pre-dated them” (2010: 120). 

What separates a nation and a nationalism from an ethnic group and ethnopolitics is its link to 

a state. While a nationalistic movement works towards the political and cultural boundaries 

being coterminous, most ethnic groups “even if they ask for recognition and cultural rights, do 

not demand command over a state” (2010: 10). This, however, does not mean nationalistic 

movements are not ethnic, and that ethnic movements can’t become nationalistic ones.  

 The Marine Corps, of course, is no nation and no nationalist movement. The argument 

I wish to make with the comparison is that the mechanisms of nationalistic movements are 

transferable to other organizations and groups. Like the descriptions of nationalism above, the 

Marine Corps also uses fraternity and emotion to bond its members together. Eriksen notes 

that kinship terms are widely used in nationalism, and that the nation is like an extended kin 

group (2010: 130). Again, this is also similar to the use of kinship terms and family thinking 

one finds in the Marine Corps. 

 Another similarity between the two is the identity making taking place to separate “us” 

from “the other”. Eriksen describes how what is now Norwegian national symbols, such as 

the bunad or rosemaling, became symbols in a process of nation building 200 years ago. He 

states that  

“The use of presumedly typical ethnic symbols in nationalism is intended to 

stimulate reflection on one’s own cultural distinctiveness and thereby to 

create a feeling of nationhood” (2010: 124). 

So, while the symbols are now distinctly associated with norwegianness, they were originally 

influenced and borrowed from other places, or were arbitrarily chosen to be within the limits 

of norwegianness rather than outside of it. Comparatively, the Marine Corps operates with 

symbols and identity traits that to different degrees are limited to them. For instance, the three 

core values discussed above are also the core values of the U.S. Navy (Secretary of the navy, 

2018), which makes sense considering the Marine Corps, while being its own branch, is 
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located underneath the department of the navy in the military structure (U.S. Department of 

Defense, 2018).  

 The same idea can be applied to the example above about the leadership principle, 

namely to “know yourself and seek self-improvement”. As mentioned, the reference to the 

stated principles and mindset of the Marine Corps adds weight to the recruiter’s words. In the 

example, the larger entity of the Marine Corps speaks through the recruiter to bring about real 

change in the lives of the future Marines listening. While the Marine Corps was not conceived 

as an actual living entity, it can certainly be compared with ways of talking about things like 

“the system” or “the state”, to name a few. What my informants were doing to become 

Marines had many different motivations, but were also done for the sake of the Marine Corps 

itself. The way the branch would be spoken about and referred to make it seem to me like a 

social actor in their life. The reason for that being the real, tangible and intangible changes the 

idea of the corps brings to the life of anyone in it.  

 The way in which every Marine will have a slightly different experience and opinion 

of what makes the corps personal. In his classic article about alcoholism and alcoholic 

anonymous, Gregory Bateson writes about submitting to “God as you understand him to be” 

in order to battle your addiction. He goes on writing that “The system or “power” must 

necessarily appear different from where each person sits” (1971: 452). According to Bateson, 

realizing the vehicle you thought you had control over “can run away with him” is crucial for 

sobriety (1971: 452), and therefore one should give in to this greater system and play by its 

rules instead. God, in Batesons explanation, is synonymous with the system, and is therefore 

interchangeable with any other system one can be a part of. After all, it is God as you 

understand him to be. So, in the same way as Batesons alcoholics use their own 

understanding of God to become healthy and sober, my informants use the the corps as they 

understand it to be to make necessary changes to their own lives to be efficient in and 

accepted by the system. 

Uncertainty and responsibility: 

A portion of my informants have never been out of American Samoa before, but are training 

to be the first ones called if a crisis happens anywhere in the world. It seems to me that an 

important aspect of the Marine Corps is living with uncertainty, as they take pride in being the 
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first deployed, and that they are always ready to act when no one else is. This sentiment was 

clear in the way the recruiter prepared them for boot camp. When they spoke about dates for 

“shipping out” he almost always mentioned an earlier date could open, and he would have to 

send someone on short notice, so they should “always be prepared”.  

A different event capturing the role of uncertainty and responsibility during 

preparation happened one day in May at PT when a Poolee mentioned that few people had 

showed up that day, mostly due to six Poolees shipping out to boot camp a few days before. 

In response, the recruiter said that according to his job description he doesn’t really have to 

train them at all, and it’s their own responsibility to be prepared. This is a sentiment that 

seems to have been understood by most of them. A few months earlier I asked David, a 

Poolee, why they showed up for PT even though they knew the recruiter was in Hawai’i. He 

answered that it was in their best interest to train, because they could be shipped out at short 

notice at any moment. He also said training by yourself show your dedicated to entering the 

military, and show you have the discipline to pull it off. Here David adds another layer to the 

PT-session, namely that it not only helps them get fit enough, but also is a stage where one’s 

discipline and willingness to enter the Marine Corps can be displayed. The trope of “always 

be prepared” is a red thread through both my fieldwork and the Marine Corps itself. The 

Poolees are constantly reminded of it at PT, when visiting the recruiters’ office, and through 

official Marine Corps sources of information and marketing. An additional reminder, and to 

some maybe the most powerful one, is the fact that the recruiter also is constantly working out 

and staying prepared. Being ready at a moment’s notice, and being the first deployed in a 

crisis are sources of pride in the Marine Corps. Being constantly reminded of it is therefore an 

important part of being socialized into the Marine mindset, and a way to separate the people 

who can do it from those who can’t.  

MEPS 

How to handle MEPS, and especially the second round, is an event the recruiter spends a lot 

of time preparing the Poolees for. The test administered by MEPS consists of a medical 

examination with an interview, as well as a physical test. For most, the physical test where 

you do a certain number of pushups, pullups and crunches as well as run 2.4km (1.5 miles) is 

not a source of nervousness. The applicants and Poolees I spoke to about MEPS told me the 

physical part is the easy part, while the part they were dreading is the medical. While physical 
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fitness can always be bettered and worked on, the medical test could have results which 

disqualifies you forever, as well as being experienced as invasive and/or uncomfortable. If 

one passes the first part of the medical test without any disqualifying conditions one still must 

pass through the interview, and this is the part the recruiter spent a lot of time preparing his 

recruits for mentally. In this part of the process you answer questions about yourself and your 

life. If you have a history with drugs or other substances, including some types of medication, 

you can’t join. The same goes for mental illnesses, depression and self-harm. These topics are 

also raised in the initial interview conducted by the recruiter on the very first meeting between 

him and an applicant. The recruiter often told them he and MEPS had opposite roles. MEPS 

tried to fail them and make them unable to join the Marines, while he tried to help them pass 

in any way he could.  

At first sight, the prospect of going through this interview seems clear cut. Either you 

have experienced and done those things or you have not, but it’s not that easy. What the 

applicants are preparing for is to not crack under the pressure of the interview situation. They 

have already been through a similar interview with the recruiter, and they have also been 

cleared medically, so if they just stick to what their papers say and try to answer questions the 

right way they will be alright. The recruiters’ role in preparing them for this interview is to 

make them remember they are qualified, and that nervousness can lead to hard follow-up 

questions that could lead to an insignificant life story event in worst case getting you 

discharged. This puts an emphasis on the recruits’ ability to decide what is important 

information and not. It’s naïve to believe every applicant and Poolee has flawless records, 

which is fair to say neither the recruiter, MEPS, nor the military in general would expect. That 

means that if you tried cannabis once, or had a period of depression you got out of just fine, 

it’s not necessary to share to the recruiter or to MEPS.  

The recruiter would jokingly tell his Poolees that if they have cleared the medical to 

contract into the military “You’re a perfect human being. There’s nothing wrong with you”. 

While this is obviously not true, since nobody’s perfect, it emphasizes the common, 

unspoken, agreement in both the military and society in general that people are not flawless, 

and you can’t expect them to be. I also interpret it as “you are good enough” to go to the 

Marine Corps. Therefore, it’s also a test on applicants/Poolees to know themselves well 

enough to know the insignificance of that one event, and to be secure in their own view of 

themselves as qualified and heading in the right direction. This also points to the role of the 
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military in their lives, and the potential for the military being their future. Many informants 

and other contacts told me they enlisted in the military because they were lacking direction in 

their life, and didn’t want to end up unhappy and possibly in the wrong social circles. For 

them, the military can be a way out and/or a wakeup call from a path they’re on that they 

don’t want to be on.  

A few of my informants told me a story about this one day at PT. One time a large 

group of Poolees were shipping out to boot camp, but some of them almost got discharged at 

MEPS. It was just a lucky coincident an active Marine from American Samoa was in Hawaii 

the same week as they were at MEPS, which lead to them being shipped to boot camp. Those 

who almost got discharged had divulged (or considered divulging) information that could 

possible get them discharged. This event serves as a good example of the pressure at MEPS 

getting the best of the Poolees, and insignificant events in life becoming the source of 

paranoia. They were calmed and helped by the Samoan Marine, and they all ended up passing 

their tests and going to boot camp. According to the recruiter what often got to people and 

made them divulge information is a video shown to them at MEPS called “Moment of truth” 

where you are reminded of and confronted with the potential punishment for lying to MEPS. 

This story was often used as an example for the Poolees and applicants for why one needs to 

be prepared mentally for MEPS.  

An important factor is that while total openness certainly is a valuable trait in many 

situations, divulging information certainly isn’t. Poolees cracking at the first sign of pressure 

and telling every life story shows how trustworthy you are with information. In a situation 

where these Poolees would have classified information, being known to crack under pressure 

is perhaps not a trait desirable for the military.  

Liminality: 

Becoming a Marine is regarded as more than being trained to do a profession. As seen above, 

it is about identity, and is therefore also a change of social status. Although most professions 

can be spoken of in terms of “being”, being a teacher or a sales representative isn’t usually 

attached to a full package of identity traits and expectations of conduct outside of the 

workplace. The importance of the Marine identity gives the process of becoming a Marine a 
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ritualistic dimension. The entire process from civilian to Marine can be viewed as a series of 

rites of passage almost floating into each other.  

 The transformation from civilian to Marine consists of three long primary cycles of 

rites of passage with additional shorter rites marking the transitions between them. The rite of 

passage is the transition between two statuses, consisting of a separation, a liminal phase and 

a reintegration into society with a new status or rank (Turner, 1969/2008: 327).  

 First one makes the transition into becoming an applicant of the Marine Corps. This is 

a rather loose status, since its initiation have no official ceremony. One simply becomes an 

applicant by being interested in joining and speaking to the recruiter in his office. Compared 

to the other stages of the process described below, this part is rather mild and holds no real 

social obligations for the status holder. One can leave the status by changing one’s mind and 

stop going to PT, or by in other ways showing disinterest. It is, nevertheless, an important part 

of the process, as it is the time when the information about the applicant that will either allow 

or deny their entry is collected. This includes the ASVAB, medical information, a longer 

interview with the recruiter (as the one I experienced, which is mentioned above), as well as 

acquiring the necessary physical fitness to contract.  

 In my experience two things socially distinguish the applicant from the Poolee. The 

first is that applicants sometimes are excluded from ways of speaking of the collective at PT. 

For instance, the recruiter at one point said to the group that “everyone here except x and y is 

a future Marine”32. The other distinct different is Poolees get to wear the marine blue t-shirt 

with the globe and anchor logo and the word “Marines” on it.  

 The transition from applicant to Poolee occurs at the swear in ceremony. The applicant 

is separated from society, although briefly, by either traveling to Hawai’i to the MEPS office 

there, or by entering the Army Reserve center. Once they are in there, they conduct the 

medical and physical tests and the interview, which can be likened to the liminal phase. They 

are neither here nor there in terms of status. Additionally, some applicants find the medical 

tests, especially those including genitals, awkward and humiliating, which often is a trait 

common for liminal phases, like in Turners description of a rite of passage into high chiefdom 

where the chief-elect is scolded and humiliated by the village during the liminal phase 

                                                 
32 “Future Marine” seemed to be a way some would address contracted Poolees. So, while this statement seems 

harsh, it only refers to the two of them not being contracted yet.  
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(Turner, 1969/2008: 330-331). When the tests are done and approved, the applicant is 

reintroduced to society as a Poolee in the swearing in ceremony where they sign their contract 

with the military and pledge allegiance to the flag.  

This initiation ceremony as a whole is also the starting point, or separation, of the 

larger rite of passage between Poolee and recruit. While one could argue being a Poolee is not 

a liminal phase since it is a distinct status, it is also a status fraught with ambiguity. First, they 

are not military, but also don’t feel quite civilian since they are contracted to the military. I 

asked all the Poolees I interviewed whether a Poolee is civilian or military, and they all had 

trouble giving a straight answer. You are in a position where you can use both roles 

interchangeably, for instance by not wearing uniform (or even having a uniform) at PT, but 

also having access to the PX-store designated for military personnel. The phase of liminality 

ends when the Poolee goes through MEPS for a second time, which is described at length 

above, and which have mostly the same structure as the first transition when becoming a 

Poolee. 

A new cycle starts shortly after when the now recruit enters boot camp. Going to a 

designated place for training Marines is an obvious separation from society, which again 

makes boot camp the liminal phase. At boot camp you are stripped of personal belongings, 

your first name, uniformized with your fellow recruits, yelled at, humiliated, but also helped 

and taught, by your higher-ups (Woulfe, 1998: 28-29). This liminal phase ends after the 

Crucible, when the recruits graduate boot camp, are for the first time referred to as “Marines”, 

and receive the globe and anchor-emblem (1998: 83). The Crucible, however, is also its very 

own rite of passage, where they are separated physically from the other recruits at boot camp, 

goes through a fifty-four-hour test, and is reintegrated into society with a new status as 

Marines.  

Family and brotherhood: 

Brotherhood and teamwork is an integral part of the social life of the Marine Corps. 

Therefore, building this sentiment is a goal itself during the recruitment process and beyond 

into boot camp. I will argue the applicants and Poolees who have grown up in American 

Samoa already have a similar type of community mindset from local modes of thinking. In 

American Samoa family comes first, and the idea of doing something for the collective rather 
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than the individual is strong. When asked about what some strong Samoan values are, all my 

informants answered “family” as one of them.  

In Samoan society family play a part in making choices for the future. As described in 

chapter two, American Samoa have a strong hierarchical system where you are expected to 

respect and listen to your elders. While there is encouragement and acceptance for pursuing 

individual goals like education and military service, it’s often accompanied by a wish to do so 

to help one’s family. Since family comes first, and the hierarchy based on respect for elders 

still stands, parents and elders often have the final say in deciding one’s future. This became 

obvious to me throughout my interview with the two employees in “career and transfer” at 

American Samoa community college. According to them just 12 out of the 126 that graduated 

the fall of 2016 have left the island, and of those only 6 got a scholarship. It should of course 

be added that not everybody wants to leave the island, and many wait a while after graduating 

before they go, but there are certainly some students capable of reaching higher education 

who don’t pursue it. In the experience of Career and transfer many stay behind because of 

their family. The reasons for this are manifold, but often include economic struggles, sick 

elders, work at home, and landownership. Therefore, many young people are told not to go 

abroad. Some people experience a double bind where they are held back by their parents even 

though they want an education or to go to the military, but still ends up getting criticized by 

their parents when they are older because they didn’t become something, according to one of 

the employees at career and transfer.  

As one may derive from this, the average Samoan is used to a cultural and social 

structure where one’s actions are valued in accordance to the use it has for the collective. In 

the same way as most Poolees and applicants told me one of their reasons for enlisting was to 

help their family, most of the people contacting Career and transfer at ASCC said the same 

thing. The community thinking is also embedded in cultural practices such as the 

fa’alavelave. Fa’alavelave is the term used for ceremonial events, and can be translated to “to 

make entangled”, meaning to utilize one’s network to make ceremonies. Some of the most 

usual forms of fa’alavelave is the malaga, or formal traveling parties journeying from village 

to village, or collective gifts of fine mats, traditional clothing and money at weddings, 

funerals and other events (Mageo, 1998: 13). A close friend I made during fieldwork who is a 

teacher told me some of his students are so used to blindly listening to their parents they have 

trouble answering questions in class requiring their own opinion or analyzation. “They will do 
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anything if you say it’s for their family”, he continued, referring to how he would make his 

pupils do their school work.  

 Jeannette Mageo discuss how cultural manifestations of what the “person” is shapes 

the actions of individuals in society. She separates between the two ideal types of the 

egocentric self and the sociocentric self. According to her argument, how one maneuvers 

different moral and contextual challenges is built upon the cultural ontological premise. 

“Thus, in egocentric America the self – as it is found in constructions like 

“I’m not myself today” – has connotations of an inner self, constitutive of 

personhood. This inner self is understood as transcendent of fluctuating 

social contingencies and is seen as synonymous with the individual’s true 

nature” (1998: 9).  

She goes on to describe Samoa in this manner:  

“In sociocentric Samoa “The substance of things, not least the self” is 

index by the term aga. Aga translates as “nature” in the sense of essential 

character (Freeman 1984:249); however, it also means “persona” – that is, 

a social mask, face, or role. Thus, Samoan language implies that the 

person’s roles are constitutive of their nature.” (1998: 9-10).  

In chapter two I described how Samoan children, through discipline, learn how to act 

according to role expectations. The roles are the personas the term aga refers to in the quote 

above. In that sense, the importance of the family is not only limited to acting Samoan, but 

also to the Samoan self. What is regarded as the truest part of the person is often the part that 

transcends the body. In Samoa, this true part is the aga, while it is the soul in American belief 

(1998: 10).  

In Samoan society, respect is appropriate role playing. This notion of role playing and 

acting according to social rules is also basis for social interaction and respect in the military. 

For instance, in “Into the Crucible” (1998), James B. Woulfe writes that recruits in boot camp 

are to call their drill instructors “sir” or “ma’am” until they are done with the final test, the 

grueling fifty-four-hour Crucible, and earns the title33 of “Marines”, at which point they start 

referring to the drill instructors by their rank. This is, according to Woulfe, to strengthen the 

transition from civilian to Marine, and “reinforce to the new Marine that he or she is truly 

different” (1998: 16)34. Who you are in the military system is determined by your rank, and 

your rank determines how you act towards others. The recruiter in American Samoa, who is a 

                                                 
33 The title “Marine” is always referred to as being “earned”.   
34 An informant who graduated boot camp in 2017 confirms this is still the way it is done today. 
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Staff Sergeant (E-6), expects to be treated as a superior by the Poolees as well as any military 

member below him in rank35, but also are expected to follow the orders of his own superiors 

and call them by their rank.  

In early April two higher-ups from Hawai’i were coming to American Samoa, and 

wanted to meet with some of the Poolees while they were there. On several occasions before 

the visit the recruiter reminded the Poolees about the importance of proper behavior. He told 

them they should address them by their rank, but if they couldn’t remember their rank “sir” 

would be fine. For many, this would be their first taste of military hierarchy, even though they 

still technically were civilians. They were, however, in the military system, which meant the 

Sergeant Major visiting them had the power to discharge them if he deemed someone unfit for 

service while visiting.  

As shown above, the transition into a hierarchical military structure isn’t as hard for 

my Samoan informants as one can imagine it is for the more egocentric individuals in 

mainland U.S. Throughout the process of getting integrated in the Marine Corps, both before 

and in boot camp, their members are made to feel part of a brotherhood, where your fellow 

Marines are your family. According to the recruiter, it is one of his main reasons for PT-ing 

with them.  

“PT is a great way to build that teamwork, camaraderie and showing the 

people what the MC is all about. Because when they are in they are going to 

be doing the same thing, but it’s gonna be their job. It’s your job, 

responsibility and duty to stay physically fit”  

Considering the last chapter discussing the importance of health and fitness in the Marine 

Corps, this quote further shows how that is rooted in mindset. It’s not just an asset to be fit 

and health, it’s a responsibility, which therefore would make being unhealthy and unfit 

irresponsible. As a member of the group you are expected to do your part, and don’t let your 

brothers and sisters of the Corps down. The recruiter often talked about brotherhood at PT, 

and how he wanted everyone to be able to look back at the sessions with fond memories. He 

would say he wanted to be able to laugh with them in the future to statements such as 

“Remember that time that so-and-so almost fainted?” and so on. Every time a new applicant 

                                                 
35 It must be noted the relationships between him and his Poolees and applicants were highly casual, and few 

referred to him by rank or as “sir”. They mostly referred to him by name, but occasionally as “Staff Sergeant 

(Last name)” 
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showed up at their first PT-session they would be introduced to the group and told they now 

are a part of the family.  

 As mentioned in chapter three, dealing with physical pain is a part of the mindset 

change required to be successful in the Marine Corps. When analyzing pain in the context of 

communitas, it becomes clear that pain and exhaustion works as an agent for bonding. Victor 

Turner describes communitas as the relation between people that is somehow opposed to 

structure, stating that “For me, communitas emerges where social structure is not” (Turner, 

1969/2008: 337) However, he also writes that “the immediacy of communitas gives way to 

the mediacy of structure” (1969/2008: 338), and that “Maximization of communitas provokes 

maximization of structure, which in its turn produces revolutionary strivings for renewed 

communitas” (1969/2008: 339). One can derive from this that communitas in essence is the 

immediate feeling of bond between the actors in a given activity, situation, social group or 

rank, but that this bond often is made on the premise of the surrounding social structure. For 

instance, a child in school will feel communitas to its classmates, but that specific 

communitas is made possible by the school structure. Equally, it is not as much the pain itself 

that creates communitas between the Poolees, as it is the partaking in the same process at the 

same time. Training next to a stranger in a spinning class, although everyone is doing the 

same movement, doesn’t create the same communitas as the same training would if everyone 

were part of the same military branch, or if a group of friends attended the session together.  

 Arnold van Gennep (1999) discuss rites of passage, and amongst other things, how 

they serve to make bonds between people, if even just temporarily. For instance, how 

greetings and welcoming ceremonies, often involving blood or other bodily fluids or bodily 

activities, worked to make the unknown other into a known (1999: 35-37). If one views PT as 

a ceremony, the shared experience of pain, sweat and exhaustion can be compared as a 

bonding substance to blood in welcoming/initiation rites or food in meals shared with visitors 

(1999:36-37).  

I personally have two definite experiences showing that training together creates 

bonds. The first one is the experience of deeper social interaction and inclusion in the PT-

group after the first time I decided to run with them instead of merely observing them 

working out. It seems like me having participated in the session made it easier for them to 

interact with me, make jokes with me and include me in their social life. It almost seemed like 

some of them had a hard time placing me in a role at PT, but after training with them I was 
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more manageable in terms of categorization. Partaking in the “ceremony” made me initiated 

in the group, so to speak. The other experience was a month before leaving when I met the 

recruiter and his wife at the movie theater. We started talking about how strange it felt that I 

soon would be on the other side of the world. He asked me if I felt like I had bonded with the 

group, and I answered that I had and that they felt like my friends now. His response to this 

was that “of course” it felt that way, because we had worked out, been exhausted and “almost 

died” together at PT. This shows me how going through physical challenges together, sharing 

pain and emitting the same substance is viewed as a sense of belonging and brotherhood.  

Disciplining the mind:  

The Samoan culture is one permeated by hierarchy. Becoming a functioning member of the 

family, as discussed above, is inseparable from the concept of discipline. Hierarchy and 

discipline shows itself to be some of the traits pacific islanders are known for abroad, and are 

therefore often sought after in the military, and often do well there. Lisa Uperesa wrote an 

article in “The contemporary Pacific” from 2014 about migration and mobility through 

football in American Samoa. There she writes that Samoans have been racialized in American 

eyes as having “a violent impulse that can be channeled into success on the field by virtue of 

their respect for authority, instilled by discipline and socialization in hierarchical Samoan 

society” (2014: 283). Julian Go also writes about the racialized treatment of Pacific islanders, 

specifically people from Guam and Samoa, in the beginning of the U.S.’ colonial period. 

Rather than violent, they were at that time being viewed as pristine, handsome, treated well by 

natures fruits and by the sea (Go, 2004: 42-54), but also that they were easily governed 

because of “their “simple” and “docile” character” (2004: 52).   

The Matai system runs through every level of society, from each family unit having its 

own matai, to the highest island-wide ranks. But, as mentioned, not only the Matais have 

power in Samoa. The word of an elder is expected to be obeyed and followed through. In 

2010, 60 minutes made a profile about football in American Samoa entitled “Football island”. 

In this short profile, the position of the parents is showed as a factor in creating tough players 

for the NFL. A young player is for instance shown doing chores at home, and is said to do a 

day’s work before even going to school. The father tells the reporter about how he expects his 

kids to obey the words of their parents and help around the house (60 minutes: Football 

island, 2010). During my own stay in American Samoa I often experienced that chores would 
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lay the premise for whether a person would show up to appointments. It became a challenge 

for me to get an interview with all the Poolees I wanted to interview because their chores or 

other duties and obligations made to their elders or superiors came in the way.  

 In the context of Marine mindset, discipline have a central role. As discussed above, 

the Poolees need to have a degree of self-discipline to “know yourself and seek self-

improvement”. Many of my informants expressed the challenge of working out on their own 

and to eat right. When explaining why they did those things anyways, the prospect of helping 

the family was a usual answer. However, it became apparent the idea of staying fit and 

healthy through self-discipline was thought of as an inherent trait of a Marine. Additionally, 

the military operates with a strict hierarchy where you are expected to obey the commands of 

superiors in rank. Samoans being used to answering to and obeying people above them in the 

hierarchy from an early age therefore works as an advantage for them in the military which 

have a similar expectation of respect and discipline. It’s easy to imagine the military taking a 

liking to Samoan personnel, given this discipline and respect to a lesser degree must be 

thought to them than to their peers from the far more individualistic mainland USA. While I 

don’t have any data on this myself, I several times heard talk from the recruiter and some 

veterans about how their superiors liked having disciplined and respectful Samoans beneath 

them. 

  The idea of discipline itself, a widely used word to describe an array of different 

phenomenon, needs further elaboration. Noel Dyck (2008) lists the different uses of the term 

in the opening pages of “Exploring Regimes of Discipline”, where he writes that discipline 

can be used to describe “programs of training, especially pertaining to mind and character, 

which aim to reproduce preferred forms of conduct”, but also be used to describe the product 

or result of such training “as in the “suitably ordered” behavior of school children or 

soldiers”. He continues that discipline also can describe rules established to control people, 

like prisoners. The term can also describe the application of punishment. Lastly, he writes that 

the term also is widely used to describe “a domain of instruction, learning or knowledge” such 

as the discipline of anthropology (2008: 2).  

 In the Samoan cultural context on can easily ascribe the first four uses listed by Dyck 

to their understanding of discipline. The children are “trained” to act in certain ways 

according to the social expectations of the various roles they inhabit through their upbringing, 

which in turn leads to the use of the term to describe Samoan children as “disciplined”. 
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Additionally, the term can be used to describe the rules which the Samoan subject must 

follow to stay out of situations that are not allowed, like being tautalaitiiti. The term is also 

ascribed to the punishment given for breaking said rules.  

 In the Marine Corps context, the term is used most often to describe the control put on 

the subjects by higher-ups, but also in the sense of “being disciplined”. In the case of my 

informants, being disciplined by higher-ups was not a reality, as they hadn’t gone to boot 

camp and become an official part of the Marine Corps yet. Rather than the term first and 

foremost a) describing exorbitant pressure from higher-ups as in boot camp, or b) describing a 

current social relationship, it was spoken of to prepare them for what’s ahead. By asking his 

applicants and Poolees to eat right and work out by themselves outside of PT, the recruiter 

simultaneously, but unspoken, asked them to show discipline.  

“Discipline implicitly makes a bid for achievement through proposals for 

action and proffered sets of capacities to shape these proposals, to herd an 

implement them advantageously. As such, it revolves around belief, for its 

symbolic and expressive dimensions possess deep emotive and practical 

significance. Both symbolically and as an exercise of power, discipline 

oscillates back and forth between compulsion and self-subscription, both 

between and within its initiators and its objects.” (Noel Dyck, 2008, pp. 15).  

As said in the quote, the subjects in my fieldwork are disciplined through proposals for 

actions which will lead them to the right form to enter the Marine Corps. They are compelled 

to follow the advice of the recruiter because they are determined by the requirements to be 

allowed to enter the military, but at the same time the disciplining also comes from within 

them as they have a personal wish to succeed and become Marines, making Dyck’s 

juxtaposing between compulsion and self-subscription present. While the recruiter tries to 

teach them exercises which can be done alone without equipment, the specific ways in which 

the subjects solve the request to “work out and eat right” is up to them.  

I often asked the Poolees during interviews if they thought Samoan life and culture 

and Marine Corps life and values go well together. The most common comparison I got was 

that they both value discipline. Mary, one of the Poolees, told me that “here it’s like you’re 

disciplined by your parents and over there you get disciplined by your higher-ups”. Sione told 

me that “Discipline in the Samoan culture and discipline in the Marine Corps goes hand in 

hand” which in both cases meant “You gotta know what you gotta do and do what you gotta 

do”. These two quotes show both the compulsive and the self-subscribed side of discipline 

mentioned by Dyck. The earlier example about David and some of the others showing up to 
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PT even though the recruiter was off island also show the latter form of discipline. That day I 

asked David what the recruiters response would be if they didn’t PT that week, and he said he 

thought he would be hard on them.  

 Willingness to do work is an important and often repeated aspect of what’s considered 

the right mindset. It’s so important that when I asked the recruiter if he hypothetically would 

take me on board as one of his Poolees and eventually become a Marine, he said yes. Even 

though he’s aware of my obvious lack of fitness, compared to the Poolees, he said my 

commitment to doing my research project, traveling halfway around the world and doing my 

work showed I had the right mind to commit to also becoming fit enough for the Marine 

Corps. Having the right attitude towards “taking the challenge” is therefore apparently a 

factor that would legitimize having to do tremendous amounts of work to qualify.  

 Their awareness to discipline was also apparent in the way some of them would adapt 

a disciplining way of speaking and acting in the absence of the recruiter. Sione was one of the 

Poolees who had been in the program the longest, and dreamt of becoming a leader in the 

Marine Corps. Having previously been discharged from the program due to the former 

recruiter messing up his medical paperwork meant he at this point had been in the system for 

three years, but was finally due to ship out to boot camp May of 2017. At the same PT session 

mentioned above where I spoke to David, Sione seized the opportunity to take charge. This 

meant he would gather the others, propose activities and take the lead in executing them. I 

could clearly see he was not as experienced as the recruiter, but his effort to be in charged was 

respected by the other participants.  

At the beginning of the session they decided to run three laps around the track, and 

Sione decided they would do so in a unified formation so no one fell behind and everyone 

was pressured to push themselves. This shows both the expectation that each member tries 

their hardest and push themselves, but also the sentiment that as a Marine you must be 

reliable for the sake of your fellow Marines. During the first lap two people fell behind, and 

Sione decided on behalf of the group that they would turn around and run the opposite way 

until they reunited with the two in the back so they once again would be a unified group. 

Later, while doing pushups, Sione would shout out the usual phrases. A set of pushups starts 

out with everyone flat on their stomach and the person in charge, this time Sione, yelling 

“Push UP” and the group answers “Marine Corps!”. Continuing everyone would shout out the 

number of repetitions done when they pushed back up. He would further take on the role of 
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the leader by pointing out and/or correcting the mistakes made by the others, like their posture 

or failure to finish a repetition. At one of the others who didn’t do the pushup properly he 

yelled “All the way down! What kind of bullshit is this?”. This is reminiscent of the concept 

of mock aggression, which “is a bodily technique, used to state dominance and define the 

military hierarchy” (Danielsen, 2015: 203-204). The way Sione took the role of the leader 

when the spot was temporarily vacant is a great example of “programs of training, especially 

pertaining to mind and character, which aim to reproduce preferred forms of conduct” (Dyck, 

2008: 2) mentioned above.  

The most formal display of military discipline done at PT was the day where the 

recruiter thought them how to drill. Drilling is a highly formalized and strict display meant to 

show the spectators just how disciplined they are. It also serves as a unifying feature of the 

Marine Corps as everyone everywhere learns to do it in the same way, and Marines who have 

never met before are able to drill together in perfect synchronicity. The recruiter made it 

explicit to the participants at PT how disciplined one must be when drilling. One of the 

Poolees got the guidon in his face while standing in formation and lifted his hand to move it 

elsewhere. This lead the recruiter to tell the group that until he, or whoever is giving 

commands while drilling, gives the command to “fall out” he can’t move regardless of what 

happens. If the guidon goes into your face, if a bee sits on your nose or the sweat runs into 

your eyes you can’t attend to the problem before you are excused. Drilling, in essence, is a 

display of “mind over matter”, much like the training process before boot camp. 

In this chapter I have showed how my informants are introduced to and acquire the 

mindset of the Marine, and the ways mindset works to make them suited for the Marine 

Corps. Having the right mindset is important to manage a life of uncertainty, challenge and 

responsibility, and is also closely related to embodying the Marine. Additionally, it is also an 

important factor in making familial bonds between Marines.  
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5 Samoa in a global context 

In the preceding chapter I discussed how the process of training is also a socialization process 

into the Marine Corps mindset. Embodying the Marine and becoming suitable for the role is a 

long process, and the time as a Poolee is just the beginning of it. In this chapter I wish to put 

the lives of my informants in a larger, global context. Going from life on a pelagic island to 

life as a Marine brings with it some challenges and experiences. So, here I want to discuss 

how I experience my informants putting themselves in I larger context and how Samoans and 

pacific islanders are viewed by others. I also look at the identities and communities they will 

be a part of, and the reputations and connotations it entails. While American Samoa and their 

inhabitants certainly are mobile and global, joining the Marine Corps takes the rate of change 

and mobility to a whole other level. A Poolee named Leonard went from having never been 

out of American Samoa to living and working in Okinawa, Japan, having earned the rank of 

Lance Corporal within a year. The potential rate of change and access to travel and money is 

large, but brings with it associations to a military history which haven’t always been 

unproblematic.  

Proud Samoans and global citizens:   

On an entirely subjective level, while hanging out with my informants and other young people 

I met during fieldwork, I often got the feeling of us being the same, but different. By that I 

mean that even though we have different upbringings in different places, different cultural 

background and ways of living, we also have common ground. This common ground I 

experienced can in many ways be rooted in the way globalizing forces such as the internet 

spread pop-cultural references and ways of communicating to a global audience. One of my 

good friends whom I met in church was a fan of the Norwegian music and comedy duo Ylvis, 

which at first struck me as a bizarre thing to experience in the southern Pacific. But after the 

initial surprise settled, I found no good reason why the global phenomenon of “The Fox” 

wouldn’t reach American Samoa as well, and allow my friend to dive deeper into their readily 

available back catalogue on YouTube. In addition to this being a fun experience of an 

unexpected connection to home, this to me represents how Samoan youth, in a larger degree 

than their parents and grandparents, are global citizens.  
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Many of the people I met owned smartphones, and the use of social mediums such as 

Snapchat, Facebook and Instagram were widespread. The local cinema showed the newest 

blockbusters from Hollywood, and the consumption of foreign goods, predominantly 

American, were regular. While the import and consumption of foreign commodities have 

been going on for decades, the connection to the surrounding world through internet and 

social media is relatively new. Many homes don’t have internet, and the available options to 

get a connection can be extremely expensive36. Being connected in this way allows people to 

be influenced by whatever they chose themselves, rather than what’s chosen by others as in 

cinemas, magazines and other commodities.  

The surge in access to communication and influence from the surrounding world lead 

me to feel the youth I observed are parts of two worlds simultaneously. I experienced them as 

immensely proud of their culture, heritage and island and what it represents, while also 

showing a strong wish to take part in the global culture found online. Therefore, the youth of 

American Samoa, are dealing with a larger spectrum of social capital than the older 

generations. They navigate different cultural spaces where the rules of engagement are 

different from each other, and can switch between being proud Samoans and global citizens, 

or be both simultaneously.  

As have been mentioned many times throughout this thesis, family was important to 

my informants, and most wanted to help their families by going to the military. Youth I met 

and spoke with, not only in the military, shared experiences of having strict parents, uncles, 

aunts, grandparents and so on. Two cousins I met at ASCC told me how they had a pact 

where they would cover for each other and use each other as alibies if they saw the other one 

travel somewhere or do something they weren’t supposed to. For me, coming from a place 

where beating your children is strictly illegal and immoral, hearing them tell stories and 

anecdotes of getting beaten by elders while laughing and joking about it was a strange 

experience.  

On one side the youth of American Samoa share these experiences of a disciplined and 

hierarchical upbringing, but on the other side they have gained new ways of talking about it 

through, for instance, social media. I often see posts and comments poking fun at the 

strictness of Samoan parents, but also an extensive use of social media to show love, 

                                                 
36 For instance, the local provider ASTCA offers 1 Mbps for $79.96 and 2 Mbps for $129.95 (on March 15 th, 

2018) 
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commitment and respect for family. The picture below pokes fun of foreigners who doesn’t 

know Samoan parents stereotypically will discipline their children, and often physically. It 

also includes the Samoan cultural knowledge of how to act respectfully towards your elders 

by not talking or yelling back (being tautalaitiiti). It also utilizes the cultural distinction 

between the American children being individualistic and egocentric and the Samoan children 

being disciplined and sociocentric.  

37 

My informants from PT also use it to talk and joke about the Marine Corps, other branches of 

service, and about their goals and progress. By sharing pictures from their morning runs, 

workout sessions, swearing in ceremonies, travels and graduations they are, in fact, helping 

the Marine Corps spread their image of being a holistic identity creating better citizens. The 

recruiter would also partake in this, sharing photos of Samoans in boot camp, uploading 

pictures of the PT group with the Marine Corps guidon after every session, and commenting 

on his Poolees’ posts.  

The global reputation of the American military.  

The U.S. military is a large and global organization with bases, missions, wars and alliances 

in every region. According to Catherine Lutz they have 909 foreign bases employing 190.000 

troops and 115.000 civilians in 46 countries and territories (2009: 1). Lutz states that bases 

                                                 
37 Samoan word meaning “white person”. 
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“have proliferated, though, only where a state has imperial ambitions” (2009: 7), and goes on 

to describe an empire in these terms:  

“Whether or not it recognizes itself as such, a country can be called an 

empire when its policies aim to assert and maintain dominance over other 

regions. Those policies succeed when wealth is extracted from peripheral 

areas and redistributed to the imperial center” (2009: 7). 

The U.S. claim to be providing security in the regions they operate in. However, David Vine 

writes that “Rather than stabilizing dangerous regions, foreign bases frequently heighten 

military tension and discourage diplomatic solutions to conflicts” (2015: 11). The bases also 

might prove to be self-fulfilling prophecies, as they help create the threat they are supposed to 

protect against (2015: 12). It is therefore not farfetched to assume the military presence of the 

U.S. is mainly due to influence and show of power. “Their Presence is meant to signal, and 

sometimes demonstrate, that the United States is able and willing to attempt to control events 

in other regions militarily” (Lutz, 2009: 1). This wish to control is what makes it possible to 

view the U.S. as an empire.   

There are countless opinions, stories, rumors and imaginaries about the American 

military around the globe. Many of these, true or not, are in sharp contrast to the militaries 

wish to make good citizens discussed in chapter four. There’s no shortage of anthropological 

literature describing the shortcomings, misbehaving and controversies surrounding the 

military (David Vine, Elisabeth Schober, Catherine Lutz etc.). Whether my informants will be 

law abiding, respectful members of the military or not, these stories are aspects of the military 

imaginary they will have to live with. In her monograph, Elisabeth Schober describes how 

members of the U.S. army based in Seoul, South Korea, interact with their surroundings, and 

in turn how their surroundings react to the military presence. Due to several instances of 

violence, rape and general bad behavior from U.S. Troops, their reputation has declined and 

an imaginary regarding them is being formed. 

In such a way, violent images involving US soldiers were forged into a 

deliberate tool to fight a war over grander matters; the small was amplified 

into the large, the individual reconfigured into the structural, all with the 

goal to muster further outrage for a growing nationalist movement to 

redress decades of putative oppression (Schober, 2016: 19). 

 Even though this thesis is not a discussion of what the role of the U.S. should be in 

global military matters, a brief dive into the matter is necessary. As this thesis revolves 

around the socialization process into the Marine Corps mindset, whether the military 
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personnel can live by their values is of interest. On one side, the military is interested in 

producing individuals who are viewed as model citizens which are respected by their fellow 

Americans. On the other hand, they also need to produce individuals willing to do damage 

and kill others for their country. The job at its core is to kill humans and destroy things 

(Danielsen, 2015: 40). 

 Catherine Lutz writs in the introduction to her anthology “The bases of empire” (2009) 

about the network of U.S. bases globally. In her description the difference between the 

intended purpose of the military and the impressions and experiences of the locals are 

highlighted.  

“The environmental, political, and economic impact of these bases is 

enormous and, despite Pentagon claims that the bases simply provide 

security to the regions they are in, most of the world’s people feel anything 

but reassured by this global reach.” (2009: 4)  

While initially it seems like a bold claim to speak on behalf of “most of the world’s people”, 

the accounts in this book (as well as Schober (2016) and Vine (2015)) give a devastating 

picture of the ways in which the American military keeps their bases, including routinely 

cooperating with undemocratic regimes, overlooking human rights abuse, and training locals 

to fight for U.S. interests in local conflicts (Lutz, 2009: 5-6). David Vines book “Base nation” 

(2015) presents a myriad of examples of crimes and reckless accidents committed by U.S. 

soldiers abroad. For instance, in 2002, a U.S. troop was charged with murdering a transgender 

Filipina in a hotel room toilet, and in South Korea there were enormous protests after an 

armored vehicle had killed two teenaged girls during an exercise (2015: 265-266). Moreover, 

the crimes of U.S. soldiers are often exempt from prosecution and consequences (Lutz, 2009: 

13). In each country where the U.S. has military bases, they also have a Status of forces 

agreement (SOFA). The SOFA’s contain the agreements on everything from how the base 

should be taxed, to driving permits, and they also often “Allow U.S. troops to escape 

prosecution by host nations for the crimes they commit” (Vine, 2015: 266). For instance, a 

U.S. sergeant was acquitted for shooting and killing a fifty-five-year-old woman from 

Okinawa, Japan, because “he mistook her for a wild boar” (2016: 266).  

 The bad reputation haunting the U.S. military is not only caused by these crimes and 

incidences, but also on how they handle environmental challenges and their treatment of 

indigenous populations, to name a few (Vine, 2015). Vine describes, amongst other things, 

how the indigenous people of Diego Garcia got displaced and moved to Mauritius and the 
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Seychelles to make room for a military base, and the total disregard of indigenous people on 

the side of the U.S. military (2015: 63-69).  

“Any targeted island would have to be “free of impingement of any 

significant indigenous population or economic interest,” Barber wrote. He 

was pleased to note that Diego Garcia’s population was “measured only in 

the hundreds.” The CIA’s assessment of the population size was even more 

telling: a report described it as “NEGL” – negligible. A navy memo later 

concurred: “The selection of these islands was based on unquestioned UK 

sovereignty and a negligible native population.”.” (2015: 67) 

This behavior also extends to their territories38. Therefore, the Poolees I did fieldwork with 

might find themselves serving in places where their fellow Pacific islanders’ land and culture 

is being violated and overlooked. The U.S. military seem to have a different approach 

between their foreign bases and military activity and installations on their own land.  

 “…”This is not Okinawa,” Major General Dennis Larsen told a 

reporter at Guam’s Andersen Air Force Base. “This is American soil in the 

midst of the Pacific. Guam is a U.S. territory. We can do what we want 

here, and make huge investments without fear of being thrown out”…” 

(Vine, 2015: 84). 

All the territories of the U.S. have some sort of military use. For instance, the Northern 

Mariana Islands have been used heavily for testing of two-thousand-pound bombs, precision-

guided munition, and other large guns, cannons, mines and missiles (Vine, 2015: 135). In 

their agreement with the U.S. from the 70s, a part of the deal is the U.S. will have full use of 

the uninhabited island Farallon de Medinilla (FDM) as well as two thirds of Tinian. FDM has 

been used for the tests mentioned above, and although they are uninhabited by people, they 

are home to “numerous species of migratory birds” (2015: 135). Guam today has around 30% 

of its land taken up by military facilities, and is by many considered one of the most important 

military bases in the world (2015: 86). American Samoa is amongst the oldest U.S. military 

bases39, being one of only 14 foreign bases in 1938 (Lutz, 2009: 11), and today recruits a 

large amount of personnel. Given American Samoa’s territorial status, the island is per 2018 

not used in the same way as Guam and the Northern Mariana Islands, and it’s hard to tell if 

that will change. 

                                                 
38 Island territories of the U.S. are Puerto Rico, U.S. Virgin Islands, Guam, American Samoa and 

Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas. They also have different sorts of agreements and connections with 

other territories, like Panama, Marshall Islands and Palau to name a few (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018).  
39 This refers to “The United States Naval Station, Tutuila”. The only base-like structure in American Samoa 

today is the reserve center.  
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 Even though American Samoa have a very high recruitment rate and mortality rate in 

the military, my impression is there are virtually no opposition to the military locally. This 

might be due to, despite human loss, the military have mostly been good to the island. 

Contrary to Guam and The Northern Marianas, American Samoa have been used to neither 

big bases or bomb testing, nor been damaged environmentally by the military. It is also my 

impression people who have been to the military are generally pleased with that decision, 

which could tell the young applicants that the promises made when recruiting holds true. 

Their empirical impression through family, friends and relatives who have gone before them 

tell them they got what they were promised. Joining the military is therefore in many ways 

simultaneously a path to individual freedom and a way of acting within the Samoan 

sociocentric social model by helping your family through remittance and education. The 

primary association people have of the military seems to be as a provider of wealth, education 

and benefits.  

Nation and nationalism. 

Ultimately it is this fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two 

centuries, for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly to 

die for such limited imaginings. (Anderson, 1983: 16) 

The fraternity Benedict Anderson is speaking of here is of course that of the imagined 

community of the nation. As Anderson so eloquently puts it,  

“It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never 

know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in 

the minds of each lives the image of their communion.” (1983: 15)  

In the case of the Poolees, this imagined community is at least fourfold. For one, they are part 

of the imagined community of Samoa. This community is not only limited to the people living 

in American Samoa, but also, those in Independent Samoa as well as the large amounts of 

Samoans living in diasporas in the United States and New Zealand. Secondly, they are likely 

to have some sort of identification with a general pacific islander identity, given the shared 

history of voyaging, use of the ocean, colonization and oppression by outside forces, as well 

as the general experience of island living. Thirdly, they are also becoming a part of the 

imagined community of the Marine Corps, where the members are expected to work for, fight 

and die for each other, and shares a common knowledge through experiencing the same 

training, learning the same values, and taking part in the same hierarchy. Fourthly, they are 
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making themselves parts of the imagined community of the U.S. It’s this fourth imagined 

community that perhaps raises the most questions and paradoxes, like the fact that my Marine 

informants are both a part of one of the most highly regarded groups in American society, 

“the troops”, while at the same time being part of an often forgotten and overlooked group in 

American politics, namely the inhabitants of their territories. Former Governor of the 

territory, Togiola T. A. Tulafono, said in the short film “Warriors Born” that the problem for 

American Samoa is not that America is taking advantage of them, but they are too small “and 

that we just don’t matter in terms of national policies. Out of sight, out of mind” (Rachel 

Kahn Taylor, 2010), which I think is an apt description of the relationship between the two. 

It’s not that the U.S. doesn’t care about them, but their tiny population drowns in the 

competitive noise of more than 300 million people wanting attention for their challenges and 

problems.  

 Having some sort of allegiance to four different groups is bound to have an impact on 

the individuals sense of self. As with their relations within the āiga and the larger Samoan 

society, which part of their “self” they represent will also be largely relational and contextual. 

For instance, while in Samoa showing one’s Marine identity might be more important than 

highlighting it in boot camp where everyone is aspiring Marines. In boot camp, however, 

highlighting one’s native identity might be more important. Before three of the applicants 

went to Hawaii to go through their first round at MEPS the recruiter encouraged them to 

“support each other, speak Samoan!”.  The recruiter knew his three applicants would be the 

only Samoans there, so the use of native language would be both a bonding factor between 

the three applicants, but also a social defense mechanism against the stress of being in an 

unfamiliar environment. He also told the girls in his PT-group they would be representing the 

Pacific at Boot camp and in the Marine Corps, claiming that the other Pacific recruiting 

stations struggled with recruiting women.  

When they have earned the title and become Marines, they will be representatives for 

the U.S. While Samoa have close ties with America, in everything from commodities and 

cuisine to new ways of behaving and expressing one self, the prospect of being viewed as a 

representative for the U.S. is, in my view, foreign from the daily experience the average 

Samoan has of themselves.  

 Jocelyn Linnekin and Lin Poyers anthology “Cultural Identity and Ethnicity in the 

Pacific” (1990) discusses the premises for cultural identification in the pacific islands. 
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According to Linnekin, “In contemporary Pacific politics local identities alternate with 

regional identities, such as Pacific Islanders, and with a wider, Third or Fourth world identity” 

(1990b: 166). For instance, from 1985 to 1987 the canoe Hōkūle’a made its way across the 

pacific, visiting Tahiti, Tuamotus, Raiatea, The Cook Islands, New Zealand, Fiji, and Samoa 

(1990: 168). Beforehand, the Hōkūle’a, as a representation of the voyaging canoe, was 

described as “The central artifact of Polynesian culture”, as well as hoping for it to “invoke a 

pan-Pacific cultural identity” and a cheerfully greeted wherever it landed (1990b: 167-168). 

Additionally, Pacific islanders have identified and collaborated with other indigenous peoples 

and groups that are “formerly or presently disenfranchised”, such as Native Americans or 

Puerto Ricans, for instance by Hawaiians attending the American Indian conferences, and 

“noted the parallels between their fight for Kaho’olawe and Puerto Rican activism over the 

island of Vieques” (1990b: 168)40. This sentiment is echoed in Epeli Hau’Ofas account in his 

essay “Our sea of islands” (2008), where he argues that there is a belittling view about pacific 

islanders propagated by both the colonial holders of power, but also leaders and social 

scientists, that  

“the island states and territories of the Pacific, that is, all of Polynesia and 

Micronesia, are much too small, too poorly endowed with resources, and 

too isolated from the centers of economic growth for their inhabitants ever 

to be able to raise above their present condition of dependence on the 

largesse of wealthy nations” (2008: 29). 

He counters this view with one stating Pacific Islanders do not view their ocean in this way. 

Rather than viewing their home as “islands in a far sea”, thereby focusing on the rather small 

landmass they live on, they see it as “a sea of islands”, which puts emphasis on the vast ocean 

they share between them (2008: 31). He also states it was not the Pacific people, but rather 

Europeans, that made the “imaginary lines across the sea, making the colonial boundaries that 

confined ocean people to tiny spaces for the first time” (2008: 31-32). The bottom line of his 

argument is that Pacific people have shared the ocean, its resources, traded with each other 

and shared cultural traits long before outside forces came there, and a return to a common 

Pacific or Oceanic identity is a way forward in terms of gaining control and growth for the 

people there (2008: 27-39). Confining people to small spaces with limited resources makes 

                                                 
40 Kaho’olawe is an uninhabited island in the Hawaiian island chain. At the time Linnekin wrote her chapter in 

1990, President George Bush Sr. had just ordered for the Military to stop using the island for bomb training. 

From 1994, the activities on the island have been controlled by the Kaho’olawe island reserve commission 

(Kaho’olawe island reserve commission, 2018). Vieques is a Puerto Rican island used by the U.S. navy for 

testing bombs, and have caused displacement of people, and toxic environmental problems (Vine, 2015: 75, 135, 

144). 
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them easier to rule in a colonial setting, especially through such views affecting the self-

image of the people being ruled:  

“Such views, which are often derogatory and belittling, are integral to most 

relationships of dominance and subordination, wherein superiors behave in 

ways or say things that are accepted by their inferiors who, in turn, behave 

in ways that serve to perpetuate the relationship.” (2008: 29).  

According to this idea, the creation of pacific national identities can be traced back to 

colonialism and foreign rule, implying the pacific way is to share the ocean, its resources, a 

common identity.   

 So, what allows for this alternating cultural identity? As discussed in chapter four, 

Samoan personhood is relational. This, however, is not limited to just Samoa. Linnekin and 

Poyer writes that “In Oceanic societies identity is continually demonstrated, a matter of 

behavior and performance” (1990a: 8). To make sense of community identity one must 

consider the “cultural philosophies of personhood” (1990a: 7). Here Linnekin and Poyer use 

two models, the Lamarckian and the Mendelian.  

“In the Lamarckian model, parental experience, actions, and performed 

relations with people, plants, soil, and other parts of the environment affect 

the constitution of the individual at the level of ontogeny. In contrast, the 

Mendelian model, which we are associating with the Western concept of 

ethnicity, sees individual identity as determined more or less irrevocably by 

descent and predictable from facts of parentage” (1990a: 8)  

That is not to say descent and parentage is of no importance in the Pacific. However, 

personhood and community identity is leaning harder to the Lamarckian side. Linnekin 

writes, as an example, that “Since Maori have intermarried extensively with Pakeha (White 

new Zealanders), the primary criterion for social acceptance as a Maori is self-definition” 

(1990b: 157).  

 As discussed above, the nation and its following nationalism is somewhat different in 

the Pacific. Both in Hau’Ofas essay and in Linnekin and Poyers writing is the creation of 

distinct national cultures in the Pacific attributed to contact with colonial forces. Hau’Ofa 

points out Europeans created the imaginary lines separating the islands, while one of the 

points in Linnekin & Poyer is having outside forces introduced objectifies culture to where 

“culture becomes a thing outside the individual, to be contemplated, discussed, and 

reflexively modified” (1990b: 150). Actions which were previously done without much 

thought or considerations becomes acts marked and preserved as cultural. A local example 
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from American Samoa would be the continued practice of the Sā, or curfew, every night. The 

Sā, which marks the moment of evening prayer, “during which all movement in the village, 

all traffic on roads and paths, must cease” (Mageo, 1989: 405) is also a marker for when 

people should be in their homes for the night. While the Sā itself is respected, people still go 

out after it has occurred, which is around 9-10pm, restaurants are still open, people gather in 

parks for drinking and socializing and so on. The practice, which used to have a practical 

function, is now objectified into becoming an act of culture.  

 While objectifying and externalizing culture certainly puts it forth as static, it also 

gives it the power to be used politically. An identity as Samoan or Polynesian isn’t important 

before one is met by an “other”. Fredrik Barth writes in the introduction to “Ethnic groups 

and boundaries” (1982) that ethnicities are made in the boundaries between them and not in 

the “cultural stuff that it encloses” (1982: 15). Eriksen agrees with this view, stating that “For 

ethnicity to come about, the groups must have a minimum of contact with each other, and 

they must entertain ideas of each other as being culturally different from themselves” (2010, 

16). What is and isn’t Samoan culture is made important in opposition to what is and isn’t, for 

instance, American. This mechanism gives locals the possibility to argue on what level of 

inclusion in the U.S. they wish to have. During my fieldwork I attended a lecture at the 

college about the territorial status of American Samoa, where what is the best option for the 

territory was discussed. On the question of whether statehood would be a liable option the 

answer from the lecturer was that it depends on what one wish to gain. If one wish to have 

rapid growth, modernity and infrastructure, statehood would be the way to go. He then asked 

us to look to Hawai’i, and asked rhetorically “Where are the Hawaiians?” to point out that 

while they have modernity and infrastructure, their local culture have suffered.  

 As mentioned, the mechanism gives locals the possibility to negotiate the terms for 

their own way of life, objectification of culture also gives nations and organizations, like the 

military, the possibility to use it to their own gain. In his book “Nations and Nationalism” 

(2006), Ernest Gellner describes how a transition from agricultural to industrial society 

brought with it a change from a society with stable specialization, kinship, rank, region and 

general social structure, to one in an urbanized, industrialized world where such things are 

more “random and fluid” (2006: 62). However, to make the individuals within this random 

and chaotic structure where every part is interchangeable feel linked to each other,  
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“The nation is now supremely important, thanks both to the erosion of sub-

groupings and the vastly increased importance of a shared, literary-

dependent culture» (2006: 62).  

The Marine Corps, as well as the general military, is such an organization in which every part 

is interchangeable and the members are of different backgrounds. Therefore, to gain a sense 

of community, both the notion of the nation as well as the corps are important for bonding. 

Like the educational system is integral for distributing and maintaining national culture, 

shared values and knowledge, as well as schooling in boot camp, is integral in maintaining the 

Marine Corps as something its members identify with. Like written in Andersons “Imagined 

Community” (1983), most Marines have never met each other, but are bound together by 

honor, courage and commitment, by having attended the same boot camp and been through 

the crucible, by the fact that every Marine is a rifleman (Marines, 2016), and other 

commonalities thought and distributed in the Marine Corps. Having core values which is easy 

to agree upon has advantages in the making of group loyalty and identification. As shown 

above, the Poolees to varying degrees had knowledge about what the core values are and 

described it differently. Regardless of this, there was no question about whether they were all 

members of the same group. Even though their interpretation and knowledge of the values 

may be different, the essence of them are shared, or rather imagined as shared.  

All of this takes place under the same umbrella, namely the nation. In the case of my 

informants, they become integrated in the nation in a more literal way than their fellow 

Marines from the mainland, since a part of their preparation before going to boot camp is to 

fill out naturalization papers, enabling them to graduate boot camp with a citizenship in the 

United States of America. The recruitment brochures, videos and other USMC material have 

several references to the nation, including “In the practice of patriotism”, “This is the training 

required to defend our nation”, and “Win our nations battles”.  

 A part of what makes the symbolism and sentiments of the nation effective on my 

Samoan informants can be found in my description of the field in the introduction to this 

thesis. Michael Billig writes about the banal and unwaved flagging of nationalism taking 

place in most national states that are not given much thought (Billig, 2010). He writes that 

“ideology comprises the habits of behaviour and belief which combine to make any social 

world appear to those, who inhabit it, as the natural world” (2010: 38). Any person living in 

American Samoa will pass by numerous American flags every day without giving much 

notice of them. They will alternate seamlessly between speaking Samoan and English with 
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people they meet, and will observe military-related personnel, objects, places and images 

every day. All of this makes the American a part of the “natural world” Billig speaks of, along 

with the Samoan. Although, as mentioned, the national sentiments are passed by without 

regard at most times, they serve as a subtle reminder of the dependence they have on the U.S. 

financially and, following this dependency, their battles and freedom have repercussions for 

the island they live on.   

The local and the global.  

What I am trying to show in this chapter is first and foremost the world my informants are 

entering by enlisting in the Marine Corps. Through the process of becoming Marines they are 

prepared for many things, as shown in this thesis, but there are also many topics that are not 

talked about as much. During my fieldwork there was hardly a mention of what the Poolees 

might have to do ones they were Marines in terms of missions, wars, tours and deployment. 

The topic was talked about implicitly through sentiments like brotherhood and responsibility. 

By instilling the idea that every Marine should be well prepared and do their part for the sake 

of the whole group implicitly instills the idea of the consequence of not doing so. By taking 

pride in being the first deployed they get used to the idea of being deployed without speaking 

of where they might be deployed to. Every member of the military is aware they could 

potentially have to kill someone, but it nevertheless is the pink elephant in the room that 

rarely gets addressed.  

Mata told me during our interview that there are other things than the military situation 

that makes you decide whether you want to go, because “we’re already committed to the 

cause, it doesn’t really matter what’s going on”. What the cause is specifically was not 

specified. But this shows the trust in that no matter what the Marine Corps’ cause is, it’s 

probably a good one, and they are committed to it. Being presented as Americas “tip of the 

spear”, instilled with good values, familial bonds to each other, a commitment to the country 

and the corps, and the expectations of being the citizen others strive to be understandably 

lends itself to believing in and committing to the cause of the organization. It’s impossible to 

argue that a military is either all good or all bad, and especially one of the size of the U.S. 

Military. The good experiences, successful missions and positive life stories are just as true as 

the stories of displacement, death, crime and environmental negligence.  
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Samoans, and pacific islanders in general, are no longer just viewed as people 

confined to their small islands unaware of the world around them. Through news, social 

media and interaction with people abroad they stay updated on current events around the 

world. It is therefore not my intention to paint a picture of my informants as unaware of where 

they might have to go, but rather that it is not focused on. Since the number of military 

personnel hailing from the island is so high, many have also been deployed, and many have 

also lost their lives in war, making others aware of the dangers of enlisting.  

What I am trying to argue in this chapter is that there’s a broad spectrum of political 

views, beliefs, stories and movements which my informants will be in the middle of as 

Marines. They range from near unconditional support of the troops and the military, to harsh 

and vile criticism. They will not only be in the middle of it, but also represent it to others. 

They are saviors or sinners, the solution or the problem, the good or the evil, all depending on 

the eyes of the beholder. Much like the flag, the nation or the corps, they themselves are 

multi-vocal symbols representing different and opposing sentiments at once. In a way, 

therefore, the physical and mental preparation and training, the core values, traits and 

principles are also useful for making thick-skinned individuals ready to face the discourse 

surrounding them.  
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5 Concluding remarks 

In this thesis I have tried to show how preparing for boot camp also is a socialization process 

where the individual embodies being a Marine, and take on the holistic mindset and lifestyle 

of the Marine Corps.  

 I have argued throughout this thesis that becoming a Marine is a process that is both 

physical and mental, and have highlighted this through focusing on one at the time in their 

own chapters. The bodily requirements for entering the military are perhaps the most obvious 

qualification one needs. I argue that while the physical qualifications serve a practical 

purpose, it is also how the habitus of the Marine is acquired and embodied. Bodily practices 

are often carriers of, and entryways to, identity and cultural knowledge. For instance, dealing 

with pain at PT teaches the Poolees to put mind over matter, which will be an important 

ability for them in boot camp and beyond. The learning of technique, and especially the IST 

exercises, teaches them something about the structured and rigid expectations of behavior and 

conduct in the military, as well as to view their bodies as docile and shapeable. In presenting 

Marines as good warriors and citizens, having healthy, fit and active bodies other non-military 

citizens can strive for is important. The body in that sense becomes the canvas where the 

Marine Corps’ discipline and rigidity is shown to others.  

 Moving on to mindset, it is clear the two are closely interlinked. Disciplining the body 

disciplines the mind and vice versa. The ability to function in the correct way, of acting 

according to the Marine habitus, and to become successful and accomplished in the military, 

is viewed as being due to having the right mindset. The idea of familiar relations to your 

fellow Marines, shared values and the ability to push past one’s limits might be shown 

physically, but is often associated with the mind. Viewing oneself as one of the few who dare 

take “the challenge”, thereby being a person intrigued by overcoming challenges, makes the 

shaping of bodies, learning of jobs and solving of tasks easier. Being perceived as a group that 

not only shares a job, but an identity and way of thinking, allows for bonding between the 

insiders, pride in the identity and creation of an us/them divide towards others. Creating the 

Marine as an identity that follows the person can also, as shown, work as an incentive to stay 

continually prepared. In short, the Marine mindset is what is considered to bond Marines 

together, make them successful, keep them prepared and make them citizens other strives to 

be.  
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 In my thesis I have shown how this Marine mindset is presented and taught in the time 

as an applicant and Poolee. The concepts are introduced both explicitly through the core 

values, like the “honor, courage, commitment-cards”, and implicitly through use of family 

terminology, encouragement to push oneself, and the way pain is talked about, to name a few. 

Since the military is permeated by discipline and hierarchy, I argue the Samoan upbringing 

my informants have experienced is beneficial to the acquisition of the right mindset for the 

Marine Corps. Not only are they used to being disciplined and knowing their place in a 

relative hierarchy based on knowing your role, but they also get a chance to gain rank and 

status in ways that might not be available for them in the Samoan hierarchy.  

 Looking at Samoa and the military in a broader context helps shed some light on the 

global impulses, discourses and forces which to varying degrees influence local life in Samoa, 

and life as a Poolee. My informants are entering an organization with a long history filled 

with both victories and controversies. Here I show how military personnel and their bodies 

and mind can be both aim and source of political debate, nationalism, as well as different, and 

sometimes contradictory, sentiments. My informants don’t only represent the U.S. and the 

Marine Corps, but also the Pacific and Samoa, which brings with it its own set of political and 

historical connotations.  

 Theoretically, this thesis circles around the concepts of discipline, hierarchy, 

embodiment, identity and group boundaries. Using the body when analyzing processes where 

people learn lends itself to a multitude of different fields and themes. Most nations have 

militaries, and they all have ways of making warriors. I would like to see more 

anthropological research done in military institutions in the U.S. military and elsewhere. 

Anthropological studies of life in boot camp, at bases or with veterans are needed. Research 

regarding civilians’ opinions and interactions with the military are also of interest. I am not 

claiming none of this have been done, but further research on the military would be of interest 

for the general discourse surrounding the military, and for anthropology.  

 Several research projects could also be conducted in American Samoa. For instance, I 

would like to see research done on labor and employment. Some interesting areas could be 

anything from the tuna cannery, the fishing boats or the harbor with its shipping containers, to 

the many sewing shops on island, the service sector or local relations to telecommunication. 

Other potential areas of research are questions related to environment and climate, health and 
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food, Christianity and spiritual believes and how they interact with each other, or the way 

traditional culture is preserved, negotiated and acted.  

 Given American Samoa’s territorial status, and the socioeconomic condition of the 

islands, things are not likely to change drastically regarding military recruitment anytime 

soon. The territorial status allows them to be supported financially by the U.S. while also 

remaining a degree of independence. American Samoa remains in some kind of in-between 

state of being not impoverished but at the same time dependent on the U.S., which makes the 

ties, migration paths and military recruitment likely to keep going. I also suspect the territorial 

status is unlikely to change unless the military situation globally changes to the degree that 

the U.S. would need to build a bigger base there.  

 As Dr. Daniel Aga put it in the meeting about territorial status I attended, American 

Samoa used to say “Yes please, thank you” whenever the U.S. did something there, but now 

they ask “Why? Why are you doing this to us?”. What the future generations of American 

Samoans will want for their island is impossible to predict. Whether the island will move 

towards or away from the U.S., or remain where it is today remains to be seen. However, 

American Samoans are not passive actors in these questions.  
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Appendix  

Abrivations 

AFQT – Armed forces qualification test 

ASCC – American Samoa Community College 

ASVAB - Armed Service Vocational Aptitude Battery 

DEP – Delayed Entry program 

IST – Initial strength test  

JROTC – Junior Reserve Officers’ training corps 

MEPS – Military entrance Processing Station 

PT -  Physical training. 

ROTC – Reserve Officers’ training corps 

SGO – Student government organization 

SVO – Student veteran organization 

USMC – United states Marine Corps 

Samoan words:  

Āiga -  extended family  

Ali’i -  Titular chief  

‘Ava - Kava. Ceremonial beverage 

Fa’alavelave - Ceremonial events 

Fa’aSamoa -  The way of the Samoan  

Fa’avae -  Constitution of the village where the relative rank of matais is stated.   

Faletele - A house often used for ceremonial activity. 

fiafa’ali’i -  to want to act like a high chief  

Fiapoto -  Pretending to smartness. 

Fono -  Samoan government council of chiefs. 

‘Ie lavalava - Sarong worn by both women and men. 

Malae -  Center of the village.  

Malaga - Formal traveling party  
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Matai -  General term for “chief” 

Moa -  Center/Chicken 

Sā -  Prohibition/taboo/curfew  

Tautalaitiiti - Speak above one’s age.   

Tulafale - Talking chief or orator  

Umu - Traditional earth oven  

Vā - Space between/relationship.  

 

 

 

 


