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L.A. Scruggs* 
In t roduc t ion , , 

I f the argument about p o s t - c o l o n i a l explo i ta t ion o f Af r i ca by speculators requires 
empir ical examples, the current trade in Af r i can art is an excellent one. W h i l e the 
issue o f the art trade in general , and stolen art in par t icular , may seem secondary to 
the immedia te condi t ion o f the peoples o f modern A f r i c a , the role o f the various 
inst i tut ions in the core -cap i t a l i s t states and the in ternat ional art market bear witness 
to the ongoing despoliat ion o f Afr ica ' s resources for the benefit o f capitalists in the 
West. This p rob lem is not unknown to the nat ion -s ta tes o f Af r i ca . That the problem 
is relat ively abscure in the West , and even in Western art circles, is more the product 
o f beneficial ignorance on our part than a mere oversight. 

I t is estimated that sixty percent o f the antiquit ies on the market is i l legally exca­
vated, largely f rom underdeveloped nations in A f r i c a , L a t i n A m e r i c a and Asia . 
( B u r n h a m , 1975). One can quibble over percentages or the certainty o f the numbers 
especially given the fact that the trade is an underground affair and access to and the 
existence o f records is l i m i l c d . Bu t such quibbhng does not deny the t ru th that it is a 
major source o f the exodus o f Af r i can artifacts and a source o f lucrative business in 
the West. Some people mainta in that next to the drug trade, the art trade is the most 
significant i l legal act ivi ty in the w o r l d . ( A r t s and A n t i q u i t i e s , 1986). A recent auct ion 
of A f r i c a n artitacts i n N e w Y o r k was expected to gross over one b i l l i o n dollars! 
(Reif,-1989). 
However , much o f the l i terature neglects discussion o f this p rob lem as i t relates to 
the poorer nations o f the w o r l d (especially in A f r i c a ) . Rather , they decry the theft o f 
a few valuable paintings and sculpture f r o m Western museums. Perhaps even more 
tel l ing is the fact that most reports o f the theft o f A f r i c a n artifacts discuss their 
removal f rom Western museum . 

This paper is p r imar i ly a t tempt ing to analyze the current in ternat ional trade in 
Afr ican artifacts and demonstrate how this si tuation is a manifestation o f the broader 
pol i t ica l and economic system that perpetuates the underdevelopment o f A f r i c a . In 
this system "entrepreneurs" f rom both Af r i ca and the West make huge profits out o f 
artifacts by stealing or smuggling them out o f customs in A f r i c a . A f t e r being smug­
gled, they are sold at high prices in the West. The result o f this process is that A f r i c a n 
who have ownership rights to such artifacts part w i t h l i t t le or no artfacts. A l l o f this 
is but a manifestation o f a broader, and perhaps more significant, pillage o f A f r i c a n 
resources and products based on unfair terms of trade and other methods o f exploi ta­
t ion by Western nations. 

How the Illegal Afr ican A r t Trade W o r k s 

The central character in the trade is the middle man. He is the person who gets the 
art f rom indigenous sources. Once it is purchased or stolen, he either smuggles the 
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art out o f the country under cover or through br ibery o f customs officers. Sometimes 
the artifacts are transfered to a Western dealer. Mos t t imes, the middle man has l i t t le 
knowledge of the real w o r t h o f a part icular piece. Rela t ing what she saw in Ghana, 
B u r n h a m (1975) wrote about the middle man: 

The museum in Accra [Ghana] is his source of information on the value of the tradi­
tional objects. He brings these things there which he does not recognize, or of which he 
doubts the authenticity. Sometimes he sells or gives pieces to the museum - it is impor­
tant to maintain good relations. The museum for its part, feels the some way. It is sur­
prising to find that the national museums know, and have relations with, most of the 
major smugglers in their countries. The dealer comes to the museums with almost every 
valuable object that leaves the country. He wants to be sure of its value, t6 pickup free 
expertise. 

In the a r t - t r a d i n g countries there is also help that exist among dealers. I t proceeds 
in a manner similar to the one described above (Meyers , 1973). Hav ing established 
the value o f the pieces, the mid leman visits museum curators, local dealers and p r i ­
vate collectors displaying his wares and asking for offers. 

O f course, al l trade is not i l legal . However , the i l legal trade constitutes the d o m i n ­
ant f o r m o f exchange and is, as w i l l be shown later, encouraged by the legal and social 
apparatuses in the Western w o r l d and by social and economic condit ions that prevai l 
in the A f r i c a n societies themselves. 

Factors Underlying the Trade in African Artifacts 
There are several resources that make art trade f lour ish in this manner. B u t the most 
impor t an t are two related factors: (1) the emergence o f the capitalist economy and 
its penetrat ion in to the A f r i c a n economy; and (2) the v i r tua l ly complete domina t ion 
o f the w o r l d society by the predominant capital ism nations. The first factor has been 
discussed by many observers. They postulate that the capitalist system emerged in 
Europe , extending in to A f r i c a (and the Amer icas and As ia ) in the quest to per­
petuate itself, exp lo i t ing those areas w i thou t actually developing them to ful ly par­
t icipate in the capitalist economy. I n this way they dis torted developed in these areas 
by extracting means and objects o f p roduc t ion (resources, l and , and labour) w i thou t 
re turn ing the fruits o f p roduc t ion to those areas. 

. The second factor is related to the first , but is in some ways separable. I t refers not 
so much to the idea o f market capital ism but the expansion o f the Western way of life 
which is closely associated w i t h capi tal ism. This include extreme indiv iduahsm, high 
levels o f consumpt ion and the associated al ienat ion o f people f rom each other and 
the envi ronment . I t is perhaps these factors which are not unique to capital ism that 
should be addressed to . Even i n the art trade it is often the power associated w i t h 
Western capital ism, i . e . , how i t is used i n a more poHtical o r cu l tura l sense that per­
petuates the current inequit ies i n the w o r l d system and keeps A f r i c a n cul ture "de­
pendent ' ' on Western bias. 

The pillage o f archeolbgical antiquit ies and t r iba l relics is widespread in A f r i c a . 
The biggest source o f illegal exports are archeological sites, many of whose locations 
are u n k n o w n to that nations government . ( E y o , 1986; M o o r e , 1988; B u r n h p m , 1975) 
There is a di f f icul ty however in establishing the actual quant i ty o f devastation. Since 
the trade is secret, those who know about i t , especially those who are p ro f i t i ng f rom 
i t , do not talk (Ba to r , 1981; B u r n h a m , 1975). Even so, a lack o f hard in fo rma t ion 
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about the vo lume of i l legal trade in Af r i ca does not stop us f rom discussing its under­
lying causes. These causes can be surmised f rom the history o f the posi t ion o f A f r i c a 
in the w o r l d . 

His tory 

A history o f how the West discovered and prof i ted f rom Afr ica ' s artifacts fully 
explains the current s i tuat ion. I t shows that A f r i c a n cuhura l despoliat ion is embed­
ded in the economic w o r l d system and that another cul ture is imposed on Af r i can 
societies by this system. The latter development further explains the "dependent" 
posi t ion o f the cultures o f Af r i ca today. The pillage of Afr ica 's indigenous art d id not 
begin w i t h formal colonial r u l ^ . I t began w i t h the first vestiges o f modern Europe 's 
contact w i t h Af r i ca and the demand for gold (Wal le rs te in , 1977). 

From the i'bush" came the slaves and much of the gold for which Europeans had an 
insatiable hunger, gold in the form of exquisite ornaments as well as dust or nuggets. 
Their appearance meant nothing to the traders who hastened to melt them down into 
humdrum, but measurable bullion. (Chamberlin, 1983) 

The concern w i t h other A f r i c a n resources grew as the needs o f capitalist states d i d . 
Slaves were shipped to the Amer icas . This was rat ional ized by claims that black A f r i ­
cans were infer ior to their whi te counterparts and that they were subhuman. The 
basis for this cannot be looked on as merely capitalists' ra t ional iza t ion , but should 
also be examined as a product o f cul ture . Indians were not treated in the same way 
under Br i t i sh colonialists. 

D u r i n g the colonia l pe r iod o f Afr ica ' s in tegrat ion in to the w o r l d capitalist system 
(Wal lers te in , 1977; A k e , 1981), art was looted and brough back to Europe and 
A m e r i c a as the bounty o f conquest. I n the words o f E y o (1986): 

Those acquainted with the history of looting of art objects from Africa will be familiar 
with the infamous British punitive [ expedition to Benin City in 1897. In this operation 
the Royal Palace was burnt down, precious bronzes looted, and the king banished to die 
in exile. 

The removal o f A f r i c a n art was further encouraged by a g rowing interest on the 
part o f Europeans in the " p r i m i t i v e " art o f A f r i c a . Western artists o f the early twen­
t ie th century such as Picasson, Matisse, Klee and others, incorpora ted Af r i can forms 
in their w o r k (Pierce, 1976; B u r n h a m , 1975). Such practice generated interest in 
these " p r i m i t i v e " ar t i forms among the publ ic . Predictably, the value o f Af r i can art 
increased. I n the process, i t become a prof i table l ine o f business for middle men and 
collectors. 

The Cur ren t Role of the A r t Collect ing States 

Before and dur ing the colonial per iod the supply o f artifacts was more or less cont ro l ­
led by demand in Europe . Howeve r , the rise in demand for the artifacts occurred 
dur ing the more recent part o f this century, a per iod in wh ich most former colonies 
become independent nations. A f r i c a n nationalists began to at temp to collect their 
o w n art and t r ied to keep i t at home (Ba to r , 1981; B u r n h a m , 1975). These attempts 
have come upon the harsh reali ty o f the broader p o s t - c o l o n i a l experience o f con­
t inued economic underdevelopment and cul tura l despol iat ion. The art —collecting 
states cont inued to tise the benefits o f their pos i t ion in the w o r l d economy to prof i t 
more f rom Afr ica ' s art and cul ture . 
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Recall the discussion o f the midd le man . Once he leaves A f r i c a he is v i r tua l ly free 
to trade w i t h collectors and museums. The demand in these countries for art f rom al l 
sources is very h igh . A recent look at record prices (and profi ts) received at auctions 
is perhaps an example o f art's g rowing impor tance as a f ie ld o f r isk capital (Meye r , 
1977; Reif , 1989). A s a commod i ty , there is a great"incentive to buy cheap and sell 
high. ' The specifically exploi ta t ive nature o f the current market is explained by E y o 
(1986). 

Whereas in the past there was some attempt to inform, now much of the collection activ­
ity is confined to economic exploitation through organized theft: the sole purpose is to 
make money out of the heritage of the poor nations of the world. 

B u t i t is not on ly prof i t mot ive wh ich is d r iv ing these collectors. Some collectors 
a im specifically for museums. The curators buy art i n the assumption that i t is prob­
ably stolen in order to get "one u p " on a r iva l museum. They just ify their act ion on 
the basis that the art w i l l be bought by another museum, o f^urchased by a pr ivate 
collector and h idden f rom view (Meye r , 1977; Burnham^ 1975). I t is not out landish 
to compare this to the A f r i c a n land grab o f 1884, when the colonia l powers qu ick ly 
carved up A f r i c a amongst themselves to stop the possibil i ty that other w o u l d - b e col­
onizers w o u l d stake claims in A f r i c a . 

A s stated at the beginning o f this section, many o f the new independent A f r i c a n 
nations recognized what was happening to their art . They enacted laws to restrict the 
f low of cu l tura l artifacts f rom A f r i c a . I n fact, al l A f r i c a n nations, except T o g o and 
Uganda have expor t restrictions on art (Ba to r , 1981). These restrictions usually take 
the f o r m o f expor t l icensing requirements for a l l , o r valuable artifacts to be expor ted. 
Zai re has tota l ly banned al l art exports (Pro t t , 1983). 

The legal structure o f the a r t - c o l l e c t i n g states protects the practices o f middle 
men and museums, consequently a l lowing an obviously i l legal trade to become 
legalized. Despite the export restrictions and various measures to mon i to r what 
artifacts leave A f r i c a n Countr ies , the i l legal trade continues due to an elaborate sys­
t em of legal loopholes p r imar i ly in the col lect ing states. I n thd first instance, legal sys­
tems of many a r t c o l l e c t i n g states do not even recognize claims on i l legally expor ted 
artifacts. L a w Professor Paul Bator (1981) explains: 

The fundamental general rule is clear: The fact that an art object has been illcgall 
exported does not in itself bar it from.lowful importation into the United States; illega 

' ' export does not itself render the importer (or the one w ho took it from him) in any wa" 
actionable in a U.S. court; the possession of an art object cannot be lawfully disturbe 
in the United States solely because it was illegally exported from another country, Thi 
general rule apparently obtaftis all other major ar t - impor t ing countries, including Eng 
land, France, Germany and Switzerland. 

O n the other hand, there are laws which mainta in that i f the w o r k was stolen f rom th 
count ry o f o r ig in (p r io r to its il legal expor t ) , then tha^^country may get the art back 
H o w e v e r , the major at tempt in the West is to ensure a market for art in the West 
more than i t is to preserve the integri ty o f Afr ica ' s cul tura l heritage or A f r i c a ' 
rights to its o w n artifacts.^ T o avoid the problem o f the above —mentioned exceptio 
to unrestr icted i m p o r t a t i o n , collectors simply launder art objects through a jur isdic 
t i on w i t h a bona fide buyer law. This law exempts the buyer f rom legal action i f h 
purchases the art i n "good f a i t h " (Nofzinger , 1983); that is, w i thou t good knowledg 
that the piece was stolen. A n alternative approach practiced chiefly by museums i 
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hide suspect pieces ( in a warehouse or such) un t i l the statute o f l imita t ions expires. 
I iicn they are free to show the piece w i t h impun i ty (Meyer , 1977). 

The pl ight o f t h i r d w o r l d states is not unnot iced in the West. The law (or lack 
,l,ereof) have been challenged by civi l codes and even court decisions in a r t - c o l l e c t -
j , , . ^ states. However , these maverick decisions which attempt to recognize the t h i r d 
^^orld nations ' claims to artifacts ly ing w i th in their borders, have been met w i t h st iff 
fesistance f rom those who stand to gain by the cont inuat ion o f the trade. 

One example o f this si tuation is in the U n i t e d States, the chief market for ant i ­
quities. I n U.S. V. McClain the court found that the c la im of provenance by a na t ion 
and the p r o o f o f illegal export f rom that nat ion were sufficient to require the r e tu rn 
of an artifact. Such a ru l ing was a potent ia l boon to a r t i f a c t - r i c h nations (chiefly the 
poorer nations o f the t h i r d w o r l d ) because it w o u l d have al lowed them greater stand­
ing to recover stolen art . Such a ru l ing was also consistent w i t h laws in the U n i t e d 
States which grants legit imacy to ownership c la ims by ind iv idua l U .S . states o f 
undocumented archeological sites ( M o o r e ) , 1988). 

Fo l lowing the court decision, action began in the U . S . Congress and in several 
U.S. state legislatures to undermine i t . A t the federal level , legislation was in t ro ­
duced to protect buyers o f i l legal ly obta ined art f rom other nations. One b i l l p rop­
osed to abolish nat ional ownership claims o f previously undiscovered artifacts 
( M o o r e , 1988). O n the state level , a three year statute o f l imi ta t ions was proposed in 
New Y o r k , a major museum and collector center. The law w o u l d take effect as soon 
as the artifact was stolen, g iv ing smugglers and collectors an easy t ime c i rcumvent ing 
laws against cu l tura l theft. N o t surprisingly, the major proponents o f this legislat ion 
were weal thy , w e l l - c o n n e c t e d A m e r i c a n collectors ( M o o r e , 1986). M e a n w h i l e , the 
lobby o f affected a r t i f a c t - r i c h nations was smal l , as were the numbers o f Amer icans 
who knew or cared about this theft . 

A n o t h e r example o f the fai led attempts by people in a r t i - c o l l e c t i n g states to stem 
the f low o f artifacts f r o m the poor countries o f the w o r l d is France. The government 
has a t tempted to require documenta t ion cer t i fying that art works have been obt ianed 
and t raded legi t imate ly . These actions have been mooted by the courts (Pro t t , 1983). 

There has also been act ion at the in terna t ional level as expressed by the U N E S C O 
Convent ion o f 1970 o n the Means o f P roh ib i t ing and Prevent ing the I l l i c i t I m p o r t , 
Expor t and Transfer o f Ownersh ip o f C u h u r a l Proper ty . This has resulted in l i t t l e 
concrete act ion, h o w l e r , as the recent court events in the a r t - c o l l e c t i n g states has 
shown. There have been successes where art has been sent back to its count ry o f o r i ­
g in , but such successes are few and far between. 

The failure o f in terna t ional organizat ion to alleviate this p rob l em is a classic exam­
ple of the lack o f w i l l on the part o f the West , despite clear evidence that the major i ty 
of nations suport restrictions and jusdce. I t is, i n fact, a not so masked a t tempt to per­
petuate condit ions that make the cul tura l artifacts o f A f r i c a (and the rest o f the 
underdeveloped nations) free for the t ak ing by those w h o seek p ro f i t . 

The L i m i t s to Afr ica ' s Role in the Trade 

Colonia l i sm (and the powers gained f r o m i t ) by the West severely l imi ts the response 
of Af r i can nations to the systematic pillage o f the i r cu l ture . Claude A k e (1981) has 
shown how the capitalist states systematically prevent Af r i ca f rom developing by 
exploi t ing trade and other relationships established in the colonia l per iod in order to 



maximize prof i t for themselves. Underdeve lopment o f the per ipheral states o f 
Afr ica prevents them from playing any significant part in the art t rade, other than as 
a supplier o f the " raw ma te r i a l " o f cul ture . M a n y authors in the West, the propo­
nents o f the existing (non) regulat ion in the Western nations, comment on the neces­
sity o f a free trade in art in order to establish "an interest i n , understanding of, and 
sympathy and admira t ion for that [o ther] coun t ry" (Ba tor , 1981). Wha t they ignore 
is the fact that the "exchange" only flows one way. 

A t t emp t s by Af r i can states to obta in on loan , works o f art (often their o w n ar t , 
previously looted) from a r t - c o l l e c t i n g nations are usually unsuccessful. They con­
front an at t i tude that somehow suggests that they cannot proper ly take care o f these 
works . Western nations mainta in that the works are too fragile to be shown in the 
Af r i can climate or that there is not enough security in Af r i can states to prevent theft. 
Indeed, this k ind o f at t i tude is often expressed by art collectors as a reason for al l art 
to be expor ted f rom the t h i rd w o r l d . This excuse is often a ra t ional izat ion for buying 
stolen pieces ( E y o , 1986; Meyers , 1977). 

T o an extent , these fears are true. One o f the reasons that it remains so easy to steal 
or smuggle art ou t o f Af r i ca is that A f r i c a n countries have less t ime and money to 
spend on pol ic ing sites, t racking down thieves and tak ing care o f their art. By way o f 
i l lus t ra t ion , as o f 1975 Gambia and Guinea had no museums, M a l i had only a mis-
kept wa rehouse -museum and v i r tua l ly no country (except Niger ia and Kenya) had 
a budget for acquisi t ion or research. They had no way o f te l l ing villagers the true 
value o f what they were essentially giving away ( B u r n h a m , 1975). The cont inued 
decline o f A f r i c a n economies in the last decade and a ha l f w o u l d indicate that the 
s i tuat ion might have even worsened. 

W i t h o u t money, A f r i c a cannot pay to care for and mon i to r archeological sites. 
Thus , w i thou t m o n i t o r i n g , they can gej no money for their o w n art . The s i tuat ion is 
analogous to A k e ' s explanat ion o f Afr ica ' s underdevelopment more generally. 

The pervasive pover ty in much o f A f r i c a explains the tendency o f some individuals 
to loot art works or for government officials to " l o o k the other w a y " when the cr ime 
is commi t t ed . Indeed , many collectors and dealers in the developed nations consider 
the trade as a benefit to poor villagers who happen to f ind artifacts (Meyer , 1977). A 
hundred dollars for a loo t ing o f a site is bo th easy for a dealer to pay (given that he 
w i l l receive much more when selling i t in the U n i t e d States or France) and an even 
better incentive for a local c i t izen, who may not earn more than three or four 
hundred dollars a year in a sanctioned occupat ion. 

Even w i t h more money for archeological recovery in the 'nations o f A f r i c a , i t 
w ou ld be diff icul t to restrict loo t ing w i t h i n the border as long as people there remain 
poor and as long as the art markets in the developed w o r l d make it prof i table to steal. 

F ina l ly , the extensive despoliat ion o f Af r i can artifacts can be explained by the very 
quant i ty o f archoelogical sites in these artifact r ich nations. U n l i k e most o f the 
a r t - c o l l e c t i n g states which have relat ively few valuable indigenous artifacts, the art 
expor t ing countries tend to be areas long ago c iv i l ized , and thus have many ant i ­
quities. 

There is also another aspect o f the obstacles A f r i c a n nations face in their attempts 
to reduce the f low o f artifacts f rom the cont inent . This too can, i n par t , be explained 
by remnants o f the colonial pe r iod s t i l l prevaihng i n the w o r l d today. A s the occupy­
ing powers were leaving A f r i c a fo l l owing th0 success o f A f r i c a n indipendence move-
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ments in the m i d to late twent ie th century, they a t tempted to mainta in their favoured 
posi t ion in their colonies by empower ing groups and individuals who wou ld continue 
to protect their interests. This process continues today ( A k e , 1981). In this way 
Western nations are able to guide the development o f pol i t ica l and economic systems 
in the t h i r d w o r l d . Th i s , coupled w i t h a general command of the w o r l d economy, 
gives them considerable weight in the t h i r d w o r l d pol i t ics . This weight exteqds in to 
issues relat ing to art and cul ture . 

A s B u r n h a m states in The Art Crisis (1975), despite the changing attitudes amortg 
many Afr icans about the i r cul ture and economy, some A f r i c a n leaders remained 
more al l ied to Western interests than to preserving Afr ica ' s cul ture. One example 
she cites is the theft o f some artifacts f rom Gabon which were discovered in France. 
Just when i t seemed that Gabon w o u l d lodge a compla in t , the matter was dropped 
because i t had been discovered that the wife o f a p rominen t French pol i t i c ian had 
purchased some o f these pieces. B u r n h a m also mentions that many A f r i c a n leaders 
encourage the f l ight o f " t r i b a l rehcs" i n the interest o f westernizing their cul ture . 

The relat ionship between such actions and the a t tempt on the par t o f Western 
nations to guide A f r i c a n poli t ics is evidence o f more than merely an a t tempt to insert 
capitalism in to the economies o f A f r i c a . I t shows that there is an at tempt to push an 
entire social system upon A f r i c a n nations together w i t h the marke t ing o f cul tura l 
artifacts. M o r e o v e r , there is an indica t ion in the West 's cont inua t ion o f policies that 
pe rmi t encourage the f l ight o f antiquit ies f rom the indigenous societies in A f r i c a . 
This shows a p ro found disregard for main ta in ing A f r i c a n cul ture anything outside 
the tradable curiosities. 

The Importance of Cultural Heritage 
I t should be clear now how the f low o f artifacts f r o m A f r i c a systematically denies 
Afr icans the economic advantages o f art possession. Whe the r kept at ho fn« to 
encourage tou r i sm, or cont ro l led i n such a way that states are able to receive f a l ^ 
prices for Afr ica ' s artifacts, A f r i c a can receive fairer economic benefits for its people 
than it does at present. B u t what about cul tura l benefits? One may be t empted to 
argue, as has been done, that at least acquisi t ion o f art by a r t - c o l l e c t i n g states w i l l 
preserve some artifacts that might otherwise be destroyed by development or ele­
mental forces (Meye r , 1973). This argument is w r o n g for several reasons. 

Firs t , it ignores the obvious economic impl ica t ions . A f r i c a is s t i l l underpa id for the 
value that these artifacts represent. B u t there are few people who make this argu­
ment that are w i l l i n g to devote huge amounts o f money to pay A f r i c a to get Afr ica ' s 
artifacts. This argument is more deversionary that real . 

Second, i t ignores issues o f Afr ica ' s development . M a n y pieces stolen f r o m A f r i c a 
have very l im i t ed u t i l i t y i n n o n - A f r i c a n communi t ies other than being a cur ios i ty . 
I n their localized contexts they may serve direct cu l tura l and historic functions i n 
addi t ion to aesthetic ones ( E y o , 1986). W h i l e aesthetic value is a v a l i d reason to 
desire such objects, there must also be considerat ion o f the in tegra t ion o f aesthetics 
in to the d a y - t o - d a y funct ioning o f a society. 

The widely held opinion that art is a luxury and serves no vital purpose is, at least as far 
as Africa is concerned, a myth. For, apart from having we l l -known social and religious 
functions, much of Africa's art also plays a prominent part in the sphere of political 
leadership, that is, in the governing of the people. (Fraser, 1972). 
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A s i t current ly stands, the exodus o f antiquit ies serves to alienate people f rom their 
his tory. T o the exporters o f cul ture i n the West , this is a l l par t o f the "modern iza t ion 
process". A n d there is evidence that i t is w o r k i n g . E y o (1986) explains: 

Today not a single Western museum that depicts African civilizations is without one or 
two Benin pieces. Yet the Benin museum has to display th i rd- ra te pieces and casts and 
photographs [of pieces] that now adorn museums elsewhere. 

I n add i t ion to losing its o w n cu l tura l heritage, A f r i c a n development is harmed 
because it cannot develop its museums and be invo lved in the much needed cul tura l 
exchange advocated by some proponents o f a "free m a r k e t " in art . A s the "ex­
change" exists now, Africans are gaining l i t t le understanding or sympathy when the 
West takes their art and returns a coke. W h a t A f r i c a and the West need t o come to 
realize is that cul tura l exchange and societal development works i n t w o direct ions, 
and not just one. The impl ica t ion o f the present o n e - s i d e d " t r ade" is domina t i on . 

African nations seem to be developing as mere appendages to alien ideas and systems: 
religious and political, economic and scientific, social and philosophical. In pursuit of 
the alien ideas and system of organization, due to the intellectual inability of the "edu­
cated class" of the nations to creatively rethink and re-interpret the ideas in the context 
of the African cultural heritage and because of a passionate enthusiasm shown towards 
almost everything Western, the foundations of African development and progress are 
neither stabity or integrity. (Avanwu, 1986). 

F ina l ly , those w h o c la im t o preserve A f r i c a n artifacts better than Afr icans must 
realize the u l t imate fallacy beh ind the i r greedy practices. 

. . . an antiquity without provenance — even if perf ectiy preserved — is of limited his­
torical significance; i f we do not know where i t came |from, it can provide only limited 
scientific knowledge about the past. The preservation of arcbeological evidence 
requires not only that objects as such be protected from destruction or mutilation, but 
further, an opportunity to study and record exactly where and how each object was 
buried and how it related to other objects. (Bator, 1981). 

The broader soc io -h i s t o r i c a l impor tance is perhaps never considered by those loo t ­
ing and bu y i ng artifacts. Fu rh t e rmore , the so lu t ion to this par t icular p r o b l e m coin­
cides w i t h the solut ion to the economic and developmental ones. Th e project for the 
future should be to go to A f r i c a and take par t i n an invest igat ion o f A f r i c a i i artifacts, 
for ourselves, for A f r i c a and for al l people. 

Conclusion 

T o summarize , the his tory o f capitalist in te rven t ion i n the A f r i c a n art trade is an 
example o f the broader economic and cul tura l domin a t i o n o f A f r i c a n society by 
Western capi tal ism. T he his tory o f caphahst in te rven t ion in to A f r i c a resulted in the 
underdevelopment o f A f r i c a n economies, w h i c h is perpetuated today not on ly by 
that his tor ical underdevelopment , but by the con t inu ing use o f po l i t i ca l and 
economic power to deny A f r i c a n nations a fair p r ic^ for their artifacts o r se l f -de te r ­
mina t ion concerning thei r heri tage. 

The pil lage o f A f r i c a n art undermines the greater understanding o f A f r i c a n cul ture 
becasue o f the diffusion o f artifacts f r o m thei r archeological contexts to cater to the 
whims o f art collectors. Th i s , perhaps, best points ou t the fallacy o f the rat ional iza­
t i o n that the West can best protect Af r ica ' s past. The loo ted and smuggle artifacts 
need to remain in A f r i c a i f scientific and fair invest igat ion o f them is to p rov ide any 
clue about Af r ica ' s , and indeed, mankind ' s past. 
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A f r i c a n nations and those o f the a r t - c o l l e c t i n g states. I believe that*^there are 
benefits far al l concerned to al leviated these problems. Whether i t is those seeking 
to make money f rom Afr ica ' s heritage or those a t tempt ing to "modern ize" A f r i c a , 
the cont inued pillage o f archeological sites and relics is tantamount to the abo l i t i on 
o f cul ture . The disappearance o f these sites, i f steps.are not taken to preserve t h e m , 
promises mpre than a loss o f history to Afr icans . 
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NOTE 
1.'. African Arts magazine presents a column, "Caveat Emptor", which documents recent loot­

ing from collections and the continent. However, this is only a small part of the 
' ' problem. The biggest source of illegal exports are archeological sites, many of 

whose locations are unknown to African governments (Eyo, 1986; Moore, 1988; 
Burnham, 1975). 
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Marxism, Social Class, Ethnic and Gender Inequalities in 
Contemporary African Societies 

F. A. Febiri* ! 
Introduction 
The paper aims to develop theoret ical explanat ion for the prevalence o f class, gender ' 
and ethnic/racial inequalit ies in contemporary A f r i c a n societies. The controversy in 
development l i terature as to the relevance o f the Marxis t concept o f social class in the 
explanat ion o f inequal i ty in developing countries is echoed in the discourse on 
inequal i ty in A f r i c a . Th i s controversy oscillates between ethnic reduct ionism and 
class reduct ionism, v i r tua l ly o m i t t i n g gender inequal i ty . 

E thnic reductionists such as Af r i can Socialists' tend to reduce all forms o f inequa l - . 
ity to e thnic i ty , presenting social class aS "a simple empir ica l e n t i t y " unsuitable for 
the analysis o f A f r i c a n societies (Ka t z , 1980: 13). They contend that the penetra t ion 
of capitalism in to A f r i c a , whi le p rov id ing a c o m m o n p la t fo rm for economic interac­
t ion among various ethnic groups, fails to t ransform the allegiances and identit ies o f 
the diverse ethnic entities. This school o f thought substantiates its stance by po in t ing 
to the fact that the deepest cleavages in Af r i ca have been, and st i l l are, between 
ethnic/racial groups and occasionally religious groups, but not between economic 
entities. Af r i ca is, therefore, projected as a classless society. Class reductionists, on 
their part , emphasize that ethnic/racial relations are an ideological construct reflect­
ing class relations. Ethnic/racia l , gender and other forms o f inequal i ty are, i n this 
sense, perceived as class inequahty in disguise. They stress that Af r i ca is class-struc­
tured l ike any other society o f the capitalist wor ld ,on ly that the fo rmat ion o f classes 
in Af r i ca has been slowed down by colonial ism and neocolonial ism ( N k r u m a h , 1970; 
A m i n , 1977; O n i m o d e , 1988). M y stand is that classes exist in A f r i c a , and they 
interact w i t h ethnici ty and gender. H o w e v e r , b y using the classical Marx is t class 
model to analyse the A f r i c a n class structure, classes become obscure. O n i m o d e 
(1988) postulates that social classes exist in Af r i ca al though they may be in their 
embryonic stage o f fo rmat ion because of the ar t icula t ion o f pre—capitalist and 
capitalist modes of p roduc t ion , w i th the latter occupying a dominant pos i t ion . 
A l t h o u g h he does not make any dis t inct ion between mercantile and industr ia l 
capitalism, it is impl ic i t in his analysis that the contemporary Af r i can social forma­
t ion is dominated by industr ial capital ism. He state: 

Then, between e. 1750 and the scramble for Africa, Africa was incorporated into a sec­
ond phase of an increasingly unified world capitalist system through what Rosa Luxem­
burg defined as exploitation of pre-capitalist (Africa and other Third World) societies 
by industrial capitalism (emphasis mine] (Onimode, 1988: 99). 

The question then is, i f industr ial capitalism is dominant in A f r i c a , why is it that the 
Afr ican class si tuation is so different f rom that of the developed capitalist countries? 
For example, why is it that contrary to Marx ' s postulate 1) the Af r i can bourgeoisie 
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