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of a class of trained specialists (fig. 2). “It is them
selves that they decorate,” conclude the Stratherns,
“for it is through men’s personal achievements that
renown is brought to them and their clan alike”
(1971: 173).

2. Masks and Crowns: Contrasting Arts of
Leadership in West Africa

Like the political systems of Oceania which were
typologized by Marshall Sahlins in an essay dis
cussed above, traditional African political orga
nization can be classified according to types that
then can be placed on a continuum ranging from
centralized and highly differentiated kingdoms -
with a sacred king at the apex of a ranked court - to

undifferentiated or segmentary systems of political
organization with few easily identified leaders (cf.
Eisenstadt 1959). This sort of classification was
first proposed by Fortes and Evans-Pritchard in
what has become a classic monograph in com
parative political anthropology; “African Political
Systems” (1940). In this work, the authors describe
both centralized and uncentralized political types
for Africa as a whole. Typologies of this sort have
continued to be produced, although in later works
the categories of sociopolitical types have become
somewhat more diverse in order to better account

for the complexity of African political organization
(Brown 1951; Middleton and Tail 1958; Forde and
Kaberry 1967).

As in the previous section of this essay, I
will use as my starting point a comparative socio
political typology of the region and will attempt
to show that each of these political types can be
correlated with a different form of art that func

tions to legitimate a particular style of leadership.
Specifically, it will be argued that while the arts
of centralized African kingdoms tend to be arts
of display that serve to make visible the leader
and the wealth and power of his court, the arts of
uncentralized African political systems tend to be
arts of masking that function to conceal rather than
reveal a potential locus of authority (cf. Fraser and
Cole 1972: 296-299; Adams 1980: 30). 5

5 The distinction between masks and crowns finds some

parallels in the contrast drawn by Simon Ottenberg between
masking and charisma. In an essay on the psychology
of West African masquerades, Ottenberg has written the
following: “It is fruitful to contrast masking in West Africa
with the concept of charisma ..., for they are at opposite
ends of a scale. ... The charismatic person or leader has

as his social role his personality fully projected; he puts
his individual behavioral characteristics strongly into his

While crowns and masks may both be classi
fied as decorations of the head, they are in fact
very different from one another. In contrast to
crowning, which draws attention to the head and
face of the wearer, masking hides a person’s iden
tity. Because of its capacity to disguise the human
face, masking, in the broad spectrum of body
decoration, should be classified as a unique form of
adornment. In his essay on “Split Representation in
the Art of Asia and America,” Lévi-Strauss over
looks the uniqueness of masking, and concludes
instead that all societies which create decorations
for the face and head should be described as “mask
cultures.” He writes; “All the cultures considered
here are, in fact, mask cultures whether the mask
ing is achieved predominantly by tattooing (as is
the case for the Guaicuru and Maori) or whether
the stress is placed literally on the mask, as the
Northwest Coast has done in a fashion unsurpassed
elsewhere” (1963: 261 f.). In a mode of reasoning
similar to the one which led him to conclude that

the arts of body painting and tattooing were in
distinguishable, Lévi-Strauss blurs the distinction
between masking and tattooing. Writing on Poly
nesian tattooing, one author has criticized Lévi-
Strauss in the following way 6* ; “Facial tattooing is

in opposition to a true masking tradition because it
becomes an intrinsic sign of the individual, a part
of his or her physiognomy. ... In a tattooing situ
ation, such as Polynesia, the individual represents
a fixed position in the social hierarchy. The tattoo
does not disguise or conceal the person’s basic
social identity; it signifies an addition of new social
roles or transitions in status. A masking situation is
significantly in contrast to this. Instead of being a
marker of additional new features of social identi

ty, it represents the disguising, the ‘masking’ of the
old social identity in order to signal some cultural
form. A mask disguises as well as symbolizes.
Marks of status do not disguise; they embellish”
(Teilhet 1979: 198 f.).

role so that his personal qualities predominate and become
his attractiveness to others. ... On the other hand, the

masker is in a highly structured role situation in which, to
the audience, the individual personality disappears, almost
totally masked in the social role portrayed” (1982: 157).

6 A similar critique has been put forth by Ogebenin in his
article on “Mask in the Light of Semiotics” (1975). He
too directly addresses Lévi-Strauss’s point regarding the
similarity of masks and tattoos, and concludes contra Lévi-
Strauss that “The mask is ... only a temporary instrument,
not permanently fixing as the tattoo does the social class of
a person; although also an instrument of transformation of
a social type, the mask leaves undisturbed the distribution
of social roles, creating only the semblance of another
hierarchy” (1975: 3).


