
H a r o l d  K .  S c hn e i de r . T h e  African s : A n  Eth nolog i cal 
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S c h n e i de r ' s  T h e  African s o f f e r s  a p rovoc a t i ve 
i nt e rp r e t a t i o n  of A f r i ca n  soc i e t y . Unl i ke o t h e r  i n 
t rodu c t or y  t ext s ,  S c h n e i de r  i s  not con c e r n e d  w i t h  
a n  exhaus t i v e  or e v e n  r e p r es e n t a t i ve s u r v e y  o f  A f r i c a n  
l i f e ; r a t h e r, h i s  con c e r n  i s  t o  put for t h  a non-M a rx i s t  
soc i a l -cul tural - e conom i c  t h eory o f  A f r i c a n  soc i e t y  
wh i c h  woul d  prov i d e  a broad a n a l y t i c a l  f r am ework . H e  
suc c ee d s  i n  ske t ch i ng, i n  t h i s  com p a r a t i v e l y sl i m  
vol um e , a swe ep i ng n e w  v i ew o f  Afr i c a n  soc i e t y . (C f . ,  
G .  P .  Murdoc k , Africa, I ts Peop l e s  an d Th e i r Cu l ture 
H i s tory , New York , 1 959; J am e s  L .  G i bbs , J r . ,  e d . , 
Peop l es of A frica, New York, 1 96 5 ; P au l Boh a n n a n  a n d  
Ph i l i p Cu r t i n , Africa and Afri cans, G a r d e n  C i t y , New 
York, 1 9 7 1 ; a n d  Luc y  M a i r , African Soci e ti e s ,  Cam
b r i dge, 1974 . )  

Schn e i d e r  was t es l i t t l e  t im e  i n  d i s p e ll i ng m y t hs . 
Ch a p t e r  1 ,  "Pe r s p ec t i ve s  on A f r i c a , "  beg i n s  w i t h  t h e  
s e n t e n c e , " T h e r e  i s  n o  w a y  t o  d e s c r i b e  A f r i c a n s  ob
j e c t i vely, " (p . 2) He exp l a i n s how wor l d v i ews a f f e c t  
p e r c e p t ions o f  others a n d  how t h e  West e r n  wor l dv i ew 
con t r a s t s  w i t h  t h a t  of t h e  A f r i c a n . S chne i d e r  d e l i n 
e a t e s  the va r i ous Wes t e r n  a p p roac h e s  to t h e  s t ud y o f  
A f r i c a--r ace or p h y s i c a l  t y pes , cu l t ur a l  evolut ion 
d i f f u s ion i sm ,  func t io n a l i sm ,  M a rx i sm , a n d  f i n a l l y , 
t h e  a u t hor ' s  v i ew wh i c h  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as " e s s e n 
t i a l l y  deduc t i v e , "  Tha t " d educ t i ve a p p roach" i s  p e r
h a p s  a co n s eque n c e  of t h e  au thor ' s  " f orma l i s t "  econ
om i c  p e r s p e c t i ve wh i ch a pp l i e s  i t s  hypot h e s es deduc
t i ve l y  to A f r i c a n  soc i e t i e s  l a rge l y  b e c aus e o f  t h e  
g a p s  i n  the h i s t or i c a l  or e thnog r ap h i c  r ecord . A t  
t he r i sk o f  be i ng l abe l l ed a n  econom i c  det e rm i n i s t ,  
Sch n e i d e r  p ropos es tha t pe r h a p s  t h e  mos t f ru i t f u l  
exp l a n a t i on of soc i a l  d y n am i c s d e r i ve s  f rom a n  exam
i n a t i on of the k i n d s  (qua l i t y) a n d  l eve l s  ( quan t i t y) 
of p roduc t i on, un l i ke t h e  M a rx i s t  focus on the m o de s 
of p roduc t i o n . "Ecomom i cs , "  wr i t e s  S Chn e i de r , " i s a 
prov e n  good s t ra t eg y  i n  a ccomp l i s h i ng expla n a t i on . "  
(p . 2 4 )  I n  Th e Afr ican s S ch n e i d er ext e n ds, i n  a 
g e n e r a l i ze d  i n t e r p r e t a t ion of A f r i c a n  soc i e t y  as a 
whole, h i s  e a r l i er econom i c  s t u d i e s , mos t not ab l y , 
T h e  Wah i Wan y a turu , Economics i n  an African Soci e ty 
(19 7 0) a n d  Econom i c  Nan (1 974) . T h e  e conom i c  exp l a n
at i on p rov e s  to be exc eed i ng l y p roduc t i v e ; for examp l e, 
t h e  v i ew i ng of m ar r i age, d e s c en t , a n d  assoc i a t ion a s  
soc i a l  exc h a n g e  or s o c i a l p e o n orn i e s  h e l ns eu t t h r01wh 
the t a n g l e  a n d  i n t r i c a c i es of f u n c t i on a i i s t  k i n sh i p

· · 

s t ud i e s . 

S c h n e i d e r  agr e e s  w i t h  t h e  Marx i s t  c r i t i c i sm o f  
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s t ru c t u r a l - f u n c t i on a l i s t  t he o r y  a s  s t a t i c  a n d  c o n s e 
q u e n t l y  v a l u e l e s s  i n  a t t em p t i ng so l u t i on s  t o  h um a n  
p r ob l em s  a n d  n e e d s  wh i ch a r e  dy n am i c . Wro t e  S c h n e i d e r , 

I am n o t  gOi n g  t o  d es c r i b e a s t a t i c , u n c h a n g j ng ,  
" t ra d i t on a l "  A f r i c a  t h a t  ex i s t ed b e f o r e  mod e r n  
d e v e l opme n t  f o r c e s  i n t ru d e d . A f r i c a n  g rou p s , 
l i k e  a l l  g roup s , h a v e  a lw a y s  b e e n  c h a n g i n g a n d  
deve l op i n g  . . . .  M y  pu r p o s e  i s  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  
n a t u r e  o f  n o n i n du s t r i a l  a n d  n o n - A r a b  A f r i c a n  
soc i e t y  a n d  cu l t u r e , bo t h  a s  t he y  ex i s t e d  i mm e d 
i a t e l y  p r ec e d i n g  t h e  im p a c t  o f  c o l o n i a l i sm a n d  
A r ab i sm an d i n s o f ar a s  t h e y  c o n t i nu e  t o  ex i s t . 
To do so i s  su f f i c i en t  r e a s o n  u n t o  i t s e l f . I n  
add i t io n , t h i s  w i l l  b e  a u s e fu l b a c kg ro u n d  f o r  
a n  ex am i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  cour s e  o f  m o d e r n  e v e n t s , 
wh i c h  a r e  h e a v i l y  a f f ec t ed b y  t he co n d i t i o n s  o f  
t h e  imm e d i a t e  p a s t . ( p .  2 5 ) 

C h a p t e r s  two a n d  n i n e  a t t em p t  t o  m ak e  t h a t  c on n ec t i o n 
b e t we e n  e t h no g r a p h y  an d h i s t o r y  b y  prov i d i n g t h e  h i s 
t o r i c a l  s et t i ng o f  sub- S a h a r a n  A f r i c a f rom p r e h i s t o r y  
t o  co l o n i a l  t im e s  a n d  ex am i n i n g t h e  imp a c t  o f  v a r i ou s  
h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t o r s  o n  co n t em p o r a r y  A f r i c a n  deve l o pm e n t . 

Wh i l e  c r i t i c a l  o f  t h e  s t ru c t u r a l - fu n c t i o n a l i s t s , 
S c h n e i d e r  adop t s  t h e i r  not i o n s  o f  cu l t u r e  e l em e n t  
a n d  t h e  s y s t em i c  n a t u r e  o f  s o c i e t y  a n d  cu l t u r e , a n d  
re j e c t s  Marx i s t  a n a l y s i s  as e s s e n t i a l l y d o c t r i n a i re 
i n  i t s  p r e o c cu p a t i o n  w i t h  i d en t i f y i ng an e x p l o i t i n g 
c l as s  and i t s  a s s um p t i o n  of i n h e r e n t  s t ru c t u r a l  weak
nesses in  an y soc i a l  s y s t em . T h e  Afric ans , t h e r e f o r e , 
s t a n d s  i n  a s o l i t a r y  p os t i o n b e t w e e n  Br i t i s h  s o c i a l  
a n t h ro p o l o g y  a n d  Marx i s t  a n t h r o p o l o g y , b e n e f i t t i n g 
f rom b o t h  b u t  i n  fu n d amen t a l  a g r e em e n t  wi t h  n e i t he r . 
S c h n e i d e r  deduc t i v e l y  app l i e s  h i s  t h eory t o  f ou r  
b a s i c  e l eme n t s  o f  A f r i c an so c i e t y , ma t e r i a l  e c o n om i c s 
( C h a p t e r  3 ) , k i n s h i p  ( Ch a p t e r s  4 a n d 5 ) . powe r a n d  
au t ho r i t y  ( c hap t e r 6 ) , a n d  r e l i g i o n  a n d  ph i l o s o p h y  
( Ch a p t e r s  7 a n d  8 ) . The app l i c a t i o n  i s  com pe l l i n g : 
a t  t h e  v e ry l ea s t , co n t r o v e r s i a l . 

Desp i t e  i t s  i n t e n t i o n s , t h e  book l a c k s  a c l ea r  
h i s t o r i c a l  s e n s e  o f  c h a n g e  o v e r  t i m e  a n d  t h e  a t t em p t e d  
l i n kages seem s t ra i n e d  a n d  con t r i v e d , po i n t i n g  t o  t h e  
ex t reme d i f f i cu l t y  i n  i n t eg r a t i n g good e t h n o g r a p h y  
w i t h  h i s t o ry . Non e t h e l e s s , S c h n e i der ' s  b a s i c  m e s s ag e  
i s  n o t  l o s t . A s e co n d  m a j o r  f l aw may be t h e  au t h or ' s  
s e l ec t i v e u s e  o f  e t h no g r ap h i c  d a t a and t h e  r a t h e r  t h i n  
suppo r t i v e  e v i d e n c e . Bu t t h e r e i n  a l s o r e s i d e s  t he 
au t hor ' s  u n i qu e  c o n t r i bu t i o n  i n  proceed i ng u n daun t e d  
t hrough t h e  deduc t i v e  approach d e s c r ibed above . 
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The e normou s v a lue of T h e  A fricans l i e s  i n  i t s  
en l i gh t en i ng c ri t ique o f  bot h  t h e  s t ru c t ur a l - fun c t ion
a l i s t s  and Ma rx i s t s  in i t s  a t t em p t s  to b l en d  
forma l i s t  econom i c  a n t hropology wit h  h i s t or i c a l  ex
p l a n a t i o n , a n d  i n  i t s  u n d e r l y i ng as sump t i on t h a t  t h e  
u l t imat e  v a l u e  o f  a n y  such i n t e l l e c t u a l  u n d e r t ak i ng 
r es t s  w i t h  i t s  u t i l i t y in h e l p i ng so l v e  hum a n  p rob
l em s . S c h n e i d e r  con c lud e s : "H e l p i ng A f r i c a n s  h e l p  
t h ems e l v e s  wi l l  i n  turn p romot e eg a l i t ar i a n i sm 
(d emoc r a c y ) wh i c h  s eems to b e  a soci a l  e n d  mos t 
peop l e  c a n  agr e e  on . " 
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