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Edwin W. Smith and His “Raw Material”
Texts of a Missionary and Ethnographer in Context

Henk J. van Rinsum

Abstract. - The paper analyzes the ethnographic writings
°f the missionary Edwin W. Smith (1876-1957) in order to
contextualize ethnographic knowledge of the religious system
°f the Ila, the religious “Other.” This knowledge was written
down in the ethnography “The Ila-Speaking Peoples of North
ern Rhodesia” (1920). In this ethnography, Edwin W. Smith
formulated his concept of African religion which proved to be
a n authoritative source for later Western and African scholars of

religion. Making use of contributions of the author to his mis
sionary home front, the paper problematizes the ethnography as
a “true representation of the religious Other.” The ethnography
reveals different layers of the development of thinking of
die main author, Edwin W. Smith, thereby questioning the
notion of ethnographic authority. [Zambia, Ila, missionary and
ethnographer, African religion]
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Introduction

In 1924 the missionary Edwin W. Smith published
in The Aldersgates Magazine of the Primitive
Methodist Missionary Society a number of short
articles in which he relates his experiences in
Africa spanning the years 1902-1915 to his mis-
s ionary audience. In one article there is a picture,
taken by Smith himself, of two members of the
Ha-people. The caption reads: “The Raw Materi-
al.” 1 This picture and its caption can be seen as a

multilayered dimension of Smith’s experiences in
Africa.

The picture gives his audience the notion of
authority of his representation of the Ila-people.
His audience is induced into the feeling of “being
^ere” because he has been there.

But the caption also refers to the notion of
raw material” that needs to be processed in order

to produce a true Christian convert in a sea of

darkness. And finally this “raw material” about

this bizarre, extraordinary “Other” is supplied to
academics in Europe who processed it into grand
theories.

In 1920 the ethnography “The Ila-Speaking
Peoples of Northern Rhodesia”1 2 was published.

The authors were the missionary Edwin W. Smith
and resident magistrate Andrew Murray Dale. The
table of contents of the two-volume ethnography
marks Edwin W. Smith as the author of the major
part of the text. Eight years earlier, in 1912, the
first edition of “Life of a South African Tribe,”
written by Henri A. Junod, 3 was published. Junod
worked for years as a missionary with the people
he called the Thonga. Two authors who followed
their mission and devoted years of their life to mis
sionary work. They were called to this missionary
work by their religion, their system of meaning, a
system they wanted to share with others.

But at the same time, these ethnographies may
be considered as a textualization of a specific
model of participant observation resulting in a
wealth of ethnographic material about two differ
ent groups in Africa. Two ethnographies that were
accepted for years as being “classics” and models
for others.

A predominant subject of their specific partic
ipant observation was the system of religion of
the Ila and the Thonga. This observation finally
resulted in a text. Phrased differently, there is a
particular correlation and interaction between the
actual observation by missionaries, coming from
their own spiritual and religious environment, the
actual system of religion of the peoples being
observed, and the final text of the two authors.
And the material they produced proved to be very
influential and an authoritative source for later

African scholars of religion and anthropologists.

1 Fiche no. 569 (H-2723) Box no. 6 (3). African Papers -
E.W. Smith.

2 A second edition was published in 1968 for which Elizabeth
Colson wrote an introduction.

3 The second edition was published in 1927.


