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DONALD N. LEVINE, Interpreting Ethiopia: Observations of Five
Decades (Los Angeles, CA: Tsehai Publishers, 2014). 498 pp. Price:
US-$ 39.95. ISBN: 978-1-59907-096-4.

Donald Levine, who died in 2015, had one of the longest relationships to
Ethiopia and Ethiopian studies of any social scientist. With a new PhD degree
in sociology in hand, in 1958 Levine began intensive research in Ethiopia
which resulted in the single most discussed and debated work about
Ethiopian society and culture, Wax & Gold: Tradition and Innovation in
Ethiopian Culture (1965). He was still writing about Ethiopia and its peoples
as late as 2014, building on, correcting, and updating the same subjects that
interested him many years earlier. His five decade-long love affair with
Ethiopia was cruelly interrupted, first by the ire of Emperor Hayli Sollase I
and then by the rule of the Marxist-Leninist ‘Ddrg’, but he returned to write
about that country’s intellectual and political problems with renewed vigor
after the fall of that regime in 1991.
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Donald Levine was a sociologist formed in the crucible of University of
Chicago social science. He was imbued with the spirit of the classical
sociologists, Freud and psychoanalysis, the influence of anthropologists
Robert Redfield and Ruth Benedict, and involvement with the Committee
for the Comparative Study of New Nations that flourished at his university
in those days. His driving interest, manifest in his first book and his last
papers, was the nature of Ambhara culture and history and how it influenced
the character of the whole of Ethiopia and its approach to ‘modernization’.
His deep concern about the unity and political coherence of Ethiopia and its
peoples led to his second book, Greater Ethiopia: The Evolution of a
Multiethnic Society (1974). Furthermore, as Andrew DeCort stresses in the
Foreword to this volume, Levine’s work was motivated by ethical concerns,
and ‘the pursuit of peace, justice, and freedom’. This is manifest in his
reports on Ethiopian politics through the decades and in his pleadings on
behalf of interethnic understanding and unity among Ethiopia’s peoples.

The 37 papers collected in this volume reflect these interests as they
developed over the years. The earliest one dates from 1959; and the last from
2014. They are almost all short works such as conference presentations,
Encyclopaedia Aethiopica essays, political pieces, and occasional talks.

Part I, Ethos and Worldview: Most of the papers in this section date from
his earliest research and contain some material that overlaps with Wax & Gold.
Inspired by Redfield, Benedict, and then—current ideas in anthropology and
the sociology of change, Levine depicted what he felt to be the most significant
elements of ‘traditional’ Amhara ‘worldview’, from that of the peasants to the
worlds of the church, the court, and the students in Addis Abiba. The last
piece in this section, from 2014, is ‘Greater Ethiopia Reconsidered’.

Part II, Higher Education and Literature: Donald Levine’s interest in
Ethiopia began with his friendship with educated Ethiopians in Chicago
and a vital part of his research as well as his deep personal involvement with
the country came from his continuing close relationships with young men,
largely Amhara and Tigre (‘Abyssinians’). The works in this section relate
to that interest and to his involvement with the developing university in
Addis Abiba. (His opportunity to teach there in the early 1960s was
forbidden by the emperor.) Chapter 1, a sort of Introduction, was originally
directed to Ethiopian students in North America in 1961.

Part III, History: This section offers a miscellany of works from Levine’s
‘second act’, 1996 to 2011. They are not necessarily about history and most
are very short. The longest one by far, ‘Oromo Narratives’, consists of ideas
and speculations about Oromo political culture and various current debates
among Oromos as to their future within the Ethiopian state.
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Part IV, Politics: This section contains the author’s deeply felt accounts
of and reports on political matters, from the days of Hayli Sallase and the
coup attempt of 1960 (which he witnessed up close in Addis Abiba),
through the Darg years (his testimony to the U.S. Senate Subcommittee on
African Affairs), and to his disappointment with the Meles regime and his
hopes for the future. Much of Levine’s writing, especially in this section,
has a strong moralistic tone and contains pleas for understanding and
appreciation for diversity in a multiethnic society.

Part V, Comparative and Global: These are mostly late papers reflecting
his continuing interest in ‘modernization’ and the comparison of the
manner in which Ethiopia and Japan have approached this world-altering
process. After a relatively long theoretical piece, ‘Ambiguity and
Modernity’, there are two interesting ones that compare Ethiopia and Japan,
‘Ethiopia and Japan in Comparative Civilizational Perspective’ and
‘Masculinity and Warriorhood in Ethiopia and Japan’. (Levine had become
involved in Japanese martial arts in his later years.)

The next to the last paper deals with Levine’s great passion: the national
character and unity of Ethiopia. In ‘Ethiopian Nationhood in a Global Era’,
from 2011, Levine first argues, as he had in the past, that Ethiopia met all the
criteria for ‘nationhood’ hundreds of years before the social historians grant
this honour to France, Reformation England, or the Netherlands. He
supports this claim with reference to the Kabra Nagdst as the national epic
and official doctrine, the basis and legitimation for a ‘nation’, with its official
church and common symbols. He follows this with a brief consideration of
the strengthening of Ethiopian nationhood in the twentieth century under the
two emperors, until 1974. Then he turns to the current era, in which
numerous fashionable sociologists deny the validity of the nation-state as an
object for study; they contend that this ‘social formation’ is obsolescent in the
‘global age’. And, of course, Levine is disdainful of those who would deny the
significance of ‘historic Ethiopia’ and ‘then brazenly claim that the Ethiopian
nation-state was an invention of late nineteenth century imperialism’. In an
interesting move, the author then discusses the vast Ethiopian diaspora, and
of the many ways Ethiopians in Europe, the United States, and elsewhere
managed ‘to keep in touch with one another and reproduce their home
customs’. He cites not only Ethiopian restaurants and food stores but
churches, voluntary associations, musical performance and cultural events,
celebrations, and continuing involvement with the homeland. He ends with a
brief discussion (and listing) of various electronic resources (in cyberspace)
developed by and for Ethiopians in the diaspora. Don Levine, like the
Ambhara peasants and their educated youth, had come a long way since 1958.

Herbert S. Lewis, University of Wisconsin, Madison, W1
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