Reflections on Dr. William B. Schwab

I was much interested and grateful to be contacted by Dr. Anthony Paredes about my reflections on the late Dr. Schwab, my former mentor at Temple University where I was the first to complete a graduate degree in anthropology in 1968. My MA thesis was based on his comparative field data from Oshogbo, Nigeria that he had collected. These data were generously shared with me and are presented in that thesis at Paley Library, Temple University. I could only vaguely imagine that I would later go to Nigeria to visit my college roommate from Benin and would visit my daughter in Cameroon Peace Corps service.  I met my wife, Dr. Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban, also a 1968 Temple graduate in the anthropology department, then chaired by Dr. Jacob Gruber.

Actually I went to Temple to study African physical anthropology having already taught in and constructed a school for refugees from apartheid in Tanzania in 1964. When my primatologist advisor Dr. Orville Elliot accepted another position I was left without an advisor and without a field to study. Then Bill Schwab volunteered to fill both voids and I could carry on in African studies, but he decisively turned me to my career-long professional work in urban anthropology that I pursued for my PhD (Northwestern 1973) and in becoming the Head of the Urban Research Unit at the American University in Cairo (1982-84) and in my courses at Rhode Island College and as a founding officer of the Society of Urban Anthropology with Dr. Leonard Plotnicov at the University of Pittsburgh.

  It was Bill’s connection with British social anthropologists of Africa, especially such as Darryl Forde, Peter Gutkind, Max Gluckman, Aidan Southall, E.E. Evans-Pritchard, A.L. Epstein, Bronislaw Malinowski and others, that he substantially transmitted their knowledge, networks, and methodology to me.  Indeed it was Bill’s network that took me to Northwestern (the oldest and best program in African studies at the time) and his ties to Jim (Paul)  Bohannan, a former student of Evans-Pritchard, that got me interested in Sudan where I made my academic career starting with my PhD research there in 1970.

However I was also a student in the 1960s, the Vietnam  era,  so Bill’s liberal opposition to apartheid  was also infectious  and  I was long an anti-apartheid activist working with Southern Africa Magazine and only since the fall of apartheid did I go to South Africa in 2009 to meet President Mbeki focused on Sudan matters.

In 1989 when Bill became the founding President of the Association of Senior Anthropologists (AAA) I maintained periodic contact with our visits to Philadelphia and with a common network of friends.  Now, recently retired, I am, by default, a senior anthropologist myself and while Bill has passed on  to the social networks in the skies,  his memory and impact on this student still lives on eighteen years after his death.  Carolyn and I have just started a scholarship at Temple to support anthropology graduate students there and I think knowledge of this would put a smile on Bill’s face.  We still miss you, Bill. 

Dr. Richard A. Lobban, Anthropology Professor Emeritus, Rhode Island College, Providence, RI; Adjunct Professor of African Studies, Naval War College; Adjunct Professor in the Computer Science Department, Carnegie Mellon University

Sources:

Anthropology News, 1990, “Association of Senior Anthropologists,” 31(5): 3.

Anthropology Newsletter, 1994, “William B. Schwab,” 35(5): 44. 

