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In Memor iam 

MELVILLE JEAN HERSKOVITS 

The passing of P ro fe s so r Melville Jean Herskovits came as a sudden 
and grievous shock to his many fr iends. Bare ly two months before his death 
he was one of those responsible for the successful launching of the F i r s t In
ternat ional Congress of Africanists held in Accra , Ghana, in December 1962. 
In a sense it is appropr ia te that the last public service of this pioneer of 
African studies in the United States should be connected with the launching of 
this Congress which accorded international recognition to African s tudies . 

Herskovits was born at Bellefontaine, Ohio, in 1895. He received his 
education at Hebrew Union Seminary , Cincinnati, Ohio; Universi ty of Chi
cago, (Ph .B . 1920) and Columbia Universi ty (M. A. 1921, P h . D . 1923). He 
had a thorough grounding in methods of h is tor ica l r e s e a r c h before he took up 
anthropology, and he at tr ibuted grea t importance to this in his la ter work. 
He became a student of F r a n z Boas in anthropology and showed Boas ' influ
ence in the breadth of his i n t e r e s t s , his uncompromising fight against r ac i s t 
obscuran t i sm and prejudice, and his concern with scientific and scholar ly 
r igor of method. He pursued t ru th wherever it led him, and was never 
afraid to announce what he had found. 

It was this f ea r l e s sness that distinguished Herskovits from a crowd of 
journeymen: at a t ime when African studies was sa turated with prejudice, 
Herskovits s t ruck an independent line and by adopting an objective and scien
tific approach to the subject revolutionized the study of the African and his 
culture for a generat ion. This contribution explains his immense popular
ity with Africans of all c l a s se s ; they knew instinctively that he had few p r e 
judices to unload and even when they differed from him, they were f irm in 
their belief that he was an unalloyed student of the t ruth . As a resul t his 
P r o g r a m of African Studies at Nor thwestern Universi ty, Evanston, Il l inois, 
a t t rac ted leading Africans of the day; heads of African States (including the 
Governor -Genera l and the P r i m e Minister of Nigeria), s ta tesmen, diplomats 
and intel lectuals from the African continent visited Evanston and many of 
them spoke to his s emina r . He was invited to independence celebrat ions in 
Eas t and West Africa. Nothing gave him grea te r happiness than the l ibe ra 
tion of Africa from colonial rule and his faith in the capacity of the African 
to hold his own never fal tered. 

He ear ly took an in te res t in African studies, as can be seen from his 
doctoral thes i s , "The Cattle Complex in Eas t Africa, " published in The 
American Anthropologist, Vol. 28, 1926, pp. 230-72, 362-80, 949rBT8, 
633-64. This study was the basis of his famous paper, "The Culture Areas 
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of Africa, " Africa, Vol. 3, 1930, pp. 59-77, which applied concepts then 
cur ren t in American anthropology to the study of Africa. It oriented ser ious 
American thinking about Africa for at leas t two decades . 

In 1923 he began his physical anthropological studies which culminated 
in two books: 'The Amer ican Negro, a Study in Racial Cross ing ' (1928) and 
'The Anthropometry of the Amer ican Negro. ' In 1928 he and his wife, F r a n 
ces Herskovi ts , went to Dutch Guiana to study the Negro groups who had e s 
caped from the coas ta l plantations and re -es tab l i shed an essent ia l ly African 
society in the in te r io r . This study was published in 1934, under the t i t le , 
Rebel Destiny. In 1931, he and M r s . Herskovits spent five months in 
Abomey, the capital of the kingdom of Dahomey. This study was published 
in 1938 in two elegantly produced volumes, under the t i t le , Dahomey, an 
Ancient West African Kingdom. This book has had a la rge influence in Amer 
ica, probably because it is full of ideas that c ry out for further investigation 
and because it asks and par t ia l ly answers the kinds of questions that in teres t 
Americans in Africa. Quite a few M.A. d isser ta t ions and doctoral theses 
have drawn heavily on this work for ma te r i a l . With this study the Hersko
vits ' s were f irmly launched on their joint c a r e e r of study of Negro life and 
culture on both sides of the Atlantic. Their ability to work together in the 
field and in writing played a large role in their succes s . 

After teaching for two yea r s at Harvard Universi ty Herskovi ts went in 
1927, to Northwestern University, where he became Pro fes so r of Anthro
pology in 1935. He built up there the leading center of African studies in the 
United Sta tes , and was very active in getting his students to do field studies 
in Africa and Latin Amer ica . 

He continued to publish on a wide range of topics , f rom ar t to econom
ics , as his formidable l is t of books shows: 

Acculturation, the Study of Culture Contact. 1938 
Economic Anthropology. 1940 and 1952 
Life in a Haitian Valley. 1937 
The Myth of the Negro P a s t . 1941 
Trinidad Village. 1947 
Man and His Works. 1952 
F ranz Boas . (A biography) 1953 
Dahomeyan Nar ra t ive . 1958 (A study of folk-tales) 

He was editor of the International Di rec tory of Anthropologists , 1950. 
He was editor of The American Anthropologist from 1949 to 1952. He was a 
member of the Executive Council of the International African Inst i tute, and 
he was the f irs t pres ident of the African Studies Associat ion of the United 
S ta tes . 

Herskovits was ext remely loyal to his students and worked very hard 
to get them fellowships to do field work. Some of the leading Africanists in 
the United States today were his s tudents . Of course , like all grea t minds , 
Herskovits-had c r i t i cs among the anthropologis ts . I cannot think of a s e r i 
ous, principled attack on his position. The c r i t i c i sms were most ly personal , 
and were based, in my opinion, on his indifference to considerat ions of tact 
in what he said and the way he said i t . 

His saving grace was that he was f i rs t and foremost genuinely fond of 
people. Beyond th is , his contribution to African s tudies , both di rect ly and 
indirectly, was enormous . In the Amer ican situation, he was for thir ty 
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yea r s an outspoken foe of segregat ion and prejudice, and a proponent of the 
dignity of the Negro people — indeed of all people. Many Africanists were 
always inspired by his p resence on the scene and with his wife F rances 
Herskovits and his daughter M r s . Jean Kopytoff, we mourn his pass ing. 

K. Onwuka Dike 

The field of African studies and the science of anthropology suffer an 
i r r epa rab l e loss in the passing of Melville J . Herskovi t s . Herskovi ts , 
through his numerous pioneering contributions was the universal ly recog
nized Dean of African Studies in the United Sta tes , and it was in mer i ted 
recognition of this that he was unanimously chosen as the f i rs t P res iden t of 
the African Studies Associat ion. Herskovi ts was an enormously prolific 
scholar of wide i n t e r e s t s . In the course of his life he made significant con
tr ibutions to such d iverse fields as the physical anthropology of the American 
Negro, the descr ipt ive ethnology of New World Negro and of African cul tures , 
comparat ive economics , folklore, and general anthropological theory. None 
who came into contact with his wri t ings would fail to benefit from his inquir
ing mind, indefatigable industry and his outstanding gift for scientific synthe
s i s . Those who had the privi lege of knowing him personal ly will never forget 
his w a r m and vibrant personal i ty . In par t i cu la r , his students, among whom 
I am proud to number myself, can at test to the fact that there was no l imit 
to his loyalty and will ingness to provide guidance and st imulation. 

Joseph H. Greenberg 
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