
“capitalized on the administrative and intellectual
developments in public health established in the post-
constitutional period and instituted the framework that
brought Iran’s age of cholera to a close” (167). Those
developments were products of both foreign and do-
mestic forces, for while European politics hindered Ira-
nian autonomy, access to emerging Western ideas
about public health and disease prevention heightened
Iranian expectations of their government.
A key point of the book is that the Pahlavi regime fo-

cused on public health in part because the imperial con-
nections of the previous century had given Iranian
elites exposure to new ideas about disease prevention.
Those ideas were, in turn, “critically influenced by the
forces of tradition, modernity, and nationalism within
the country itself” (9). And also, of course, by the hor-
rors of cholera. Beginning in 1821 and continuing
throughout the century, outbreaks—magnified by Eu-
ropean imperial action in the region—brought disrup-
tion. That disruption did not take identical form to what
happened in Europe: “Tehran did not experience the
class-driven mass hysteria, lynching of physicians, and
burning of hospitals” (70). Instead, cholera outbreaks
enhanced the prestige of “militant Shiʿite clerics” and
fueled anti-European and anti-Qajar sentiment (73).
Even as it incited anger against European political and
economic interference in Iran, cholera expanded the
reach and the influence of European science, which ul-
timately changed the way that elite Iranians understood
disease and their perception of the role that the govern-
ment should play in disease prevention.
“These new sanitary theories and practices, propa-

gated by medical advisers and the proliferation of
printed scientific literature from the West,” Afkhami
argues, “transformed Iranian perspectives of disease
prevention from one of passive fatalism to a proactive
enterprise” (42). The influence of the ideas only grew
with time. By the early twentieth century, public health
had “worked its way to the forefront of urbane concep-
tions of the ‘new civilization’ (tamaddun-i jadid) to
which Iranian intellectuals aspired” (107). When chol-
era broke out again in 1904 with devastating results,
Iranians decided to act. Afkhami notes that members at
the very first meeting of the Secret Society in 1905
“drew attention to the poor sanitary state of the coun-
try.”Many would-be leaders in the Constitutional Rev-
olution the following year participated, driven in part
by disgust with the shah’s inaction. And they were not
alone. They were joined by “the powerful religious
elite, who could make or break the emerging political
movement” (133). That acceptance changed Iran’s fu-
ture: “Iran’s Constitutional Revolution,” Afkhami con-
cludes, “triggered by the social and economic impact
of the 1904 cholera outbreak, could not have occurred
without a growing secular view of epidemics” (134).
The 1906 revolution did not immediately lead to the

dramatic public health reform that the revolutionaries

wanted because of lack of funds and continued Euro-
pean interference in Iranian affairs, but it laid the
groundwork that the Pahlavi regime would build on
followingWorldWar I. In the war’s aftermath, the Pah-
lavi regime was finally able to push aside European re-
sistance to the implementation of the sanitary reforms
that had gained popularity decades earlier in response
to both the horrors of the disease that had spread along
imperial networks and to the ideas of public health that
had followed close behind it. A Modern Contagion has
filled important gaps in the literature on modern Iran
and on international disease history. It is a welcome ad-
dition.

AMANDA KAY MCVETY

Miami University of Ohio

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

ELIZABETH W. GIORGIS. Modernist Art in Ethiopia.
(New African Histories.) Athens, OH: Ohio Univer-
sity Press, 2019. Pp. xx, 339. Cloth $90.00, paper
$39.95.

Modernist Art in Ethiopia is more than an important
addition to the field of African art history. Rather, the
book is a cultural and intellectual history of Ethiopia in
the twentieth century through the perspective of mod-
ern art. The argument of the book is that “Ethiopian
modernity and modernism are constitutive of the larger
political and ideological history of modernity,” which
Giorgis—building on the work of the literary critic
Walter Mignolo—sees as deeply embedded with colo-
niality and the broader cultural legacy of colonialism
(4). The fundamental inquiry ofModernist Art in Ethi-
opia is, What did “modernity”mean to artists and intel-
lectuals from an African country that prides itself on
never having been colonized?
In order to address this question, Giorgis challenges

the traditional narrative—or orthodoxy, in the author’s
words—of Ethiopian exceptionalism vis-à-vis the ex-
perience of colonialism in the rest of the African conti-
nent. Ethiopian exceptionalism positions the country in
a paradoxical role: as a symbol of African resistance
for people of color around the globe and as dramati-
cally different from other African societies. The origin
of such an anomaly was the 1896 Battle of Adwa,
when Ethiopia defeated Italy and remained the only in-
dependent African state during the scramble for Africa.
Additionally, while Italians think of Ethiopia as a for-
mer colony as a result of the Fascist invasion of 1935,
Ethiopians refer to the period between 1936 and 1941
as “the Italian occupation” because of the role of guer-
rilla patriots fighting against the invaders. Thus, Ethio-
pia's transformation from tradition and modernity was
always in Ethiopians' hands.
Ethiopian exceptionalism took on many other schol-

arly facets—for example, by building on European Ori-
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entalist accounts of Ethiopians’ Semitic origin and reli-
gious church art. The representation of Ethiopia as a
chosen nation was the pillar of state ideology for the
Solomonic dynasty until the removal of Haile Selassie,
Ethiopia’s last emperor, in 1974. As Giorgis suggests,
the notion of Ethiopia as “in but not of Africa” empha-
sizes the cultural hegemony of a Christian, northern-
Ethiopian, and male identity (94). It positions the coun-
try outside the legacy of colonialism and the cultural
structures of coloniality. Thus, the book is highly
thought-provoking as it challenges “the romance of
Ethiopia” and examines the “predicament of the colo-
niality of our noncolonized land” (7). Giorgis’s claim
that “the country’s singularity cannot be conceived out-
side the broader colonial legacy” opens new opportuni-
ties for debate between scholars of the Horn of Africa
and European imperialism (8). In particular, the book
should be read in dialogue with Mia Fuller’sModerns
Abroad: Architecture, Cities, and Italian Imperialism
(2007) on Italian colonial modernist architecture, in-
cluding in Addis Ababa, recent work by Ayala Levin
(“Haile Selassie’s Imperial Modernity: Expatriate
Architects and the Shaping of Addis Ababa,” Journal
of the Society of Architectural Historians 75, no. 4
[2016]: 447–68), and Bahru Zewde’s Pioneers of
Change in Ethiopia (2002).
Modernist Art in Ethiopia is clearly organized in

chronological order around key historical events, start-
ing with the Battle of Adwa (1896) and continuing
with the Italian invasion of Ethiopia (1936); Haile
Selassie’s adoption of official nationalism and the end
of global colonialism in the 1960s; the revolution of
1974, hijacked by the socialist military junta called the
Derg; and, finally, the fall of the dictatorship in 1991.
While visual arts provide the structure of the narrative,
the major credit of the book is its interdisciplinary ap-
proach to aesthetic practices, as each painting is pre-
sented in its intellectual, political, and literary context
and in dialogue with artistic production in literature,
photography, and music. The author’s personal experi-
ence as the first female director of the Institute of Ethio-
pian Studies, one of the most prestigious cultural insti-
tutions in Ethiopia, as well as her family history, per-
sonal experience in exile, and direct knowledge of
many artists discussed in the book inform her perspec-
tive and enrich the text with a treasure trove of sources,
spanning from material evidence to literary texts and
oral interviews. This methodology is particularly fruit-
ful in the study of art under the Derg, a subject often
lost to collective amnesia because many artists are re-
luctant to remember such a recent and dark past. More-
over, the author brings to the fore the histories of Ethio-
pian female painters for the first time.
In chapter 1, Giorgis examines how Ethiopian intellec-

tuals engaged with the concept of seletane—namely,
“civilization,” “Westernization,” or “modernization”—in
the first half of the twentieth century. Intellectuals of this

period did not question European modernity. Rather, they
saw modernization as essential to maintaining Ethiopia’s
independence based on the example of Japan in Asia.
The foundation of the weekly newspaper Berhanena
Selam (Light and Peace) in 1925, the first modern art
exhibitions in 1931 and 1954 in Addis Ababa, and the
foundation of the Fine Art School in 1957 were some key
cultural moments in which Ethiopian intellectuals and
artists tried to reconcile modernization as technical prog-
ress with traditional principles, such as the divinity of the
monarchy and Ethiopia’s unique role as chosen nation.
Chapters 2 and 3 examine the height of Ethiopian

modernism in the 1960s, when the collapse of Euro-
pean colonialism turned Addis Ababa into the cosmo-
politan hub of Pan-Africanist intellectuals from other
African countries and from the New World. Giorgis
examines the formation of a new audience of students
and artists, often trained abroad or at Haile Selassie I
University, which later became pivotal in the 1974 rev-
olution. Those of this new generation aspired to more
radical change. Yet Giorgis emphasizes their missed
encounter with the transnational and intercultural
movement against colonialism in the 1960s, even as
they supported struggles for African independence and
liberation. Some artists from this period include
painter-poet Gebre Kristos Desta, influenced by Ger-
man expressionism; Skunder Boghossian; and Afe-
werk Tekle, in addition to the women artists Desta
Hagos, Kebedech Tekleab, and Bisrat Shebabaw.
Chapter 4 examines the challenging negotiations of

artistic practices under the dictatorship of the Derg.
Giorgis argues that many artists parodied the propagan-
dist utopian ideal of the state while producing the imag-
ery the regime requested. For example, they repre-
sented oppressed figures from Ethiopia’s historical
past, such as the patriots enduring Italian occupation,
as a form of resistance that satisfied the nationalist
imaginary while also expressing the misery of life un-
der the dictatorship. The 1984 famine exposed the bru-
tality of the Derg, yet artists continued to perform their
duties for the regime with “serial dedication” while
also producing “works that were repetitive, monoto-
nous, and melancholic” and built a vocabulary parallel
to the official discourse of the state (233). Finally,
chapter 5 examines current trends in Ethiopian art and
the formation of artistic collectives between 1995 and
2015. Centered on artistic production and intellectual
developments in Ethiopia rather than the Ethiopian di-
aspora, the book uses the biographies of individual
artists to connect local artistic developments in Ethio-
pia with the West, the Soviet Union, and eastern Eu-
rope.
In conclusion, the book repositions Ethiopia in Afri-

can cultural, political, and intellectual history, with
global ramifications for the role of the country in the
anticolonial imaginary of people of African descent.
Thus, it will be of interest not just to specialists of Afri-
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can art and the Horn of Africa but, more broadly, to
scholars working on African history, the history of
modernism, and anticolonial thought. Its invitation to
further investigate the role of coloniality and impact of
European colonialism in Ethiopia beyond the political
boundaries of European formal empires is bound to
generate new research and thought-provoking debate in
the future.

ANGELO MATTEO CAGLIOTI

Barnard College of Columbia University

STEVEN FABIAN. Making Identity on the Swahili Coast:
Urban Life, Community, and Belonging in Bagamoyo.
(African Identities: Past and Present.) Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2019. Pp. xxi, 343.
Cloth $120.00.

This book is a study of the history of urban identity in
Bagamoyo, a Swahili town on the Tanzanian coast
known particularly for its role as the end point of the
central caravan route in the nineteenth century. While
disagreeing with some of its claims, I found it a joy to
read. The author’s appreciation for and close involve-
ment with influential groups among present-day Baga-
moyo’s urbanites are evident throughout and enable
him to provide vivid characterizations and a wealth of
absorbing and suggestive details. Moreover, he is com-
mendably clear about his own involvement in the re-
search process and fully acknowledges that his study is
conducted from a distinctive position. His insistence
that place matters, that the long-distance comparisons
and connections central to the global turn in history
cannot be fully understood without considering their
highly place-specific refractions, is refreshing.
The first half of the book is concerned largely with

the nature of urban life in Bagamoyo in the late preco-
lonial period, predating the cataclysmic 1888 uprising
against the imposition of German rule. The author
unfolds what John Iliffe called the “unusually diverse”
population of Bagamoyo and delivers a lively portrait
of the fractious interactions of its social factions:
Shomvi, Zaramo, Nyamwezi, Omani, Spiritans, and so
forth (quoted on 6). He shows how much the town
depended on the presence of the up-country porters
who numerically dominated it for several months of
the year, even if they were referred to as “shenzis,” or
barbarians, and makes clear that despite being present
intermittently, they were a force in the cultural, as well
as the economic, life of the town.
Moving into the colonial period, Fabian carefully

traces the less profitable and more mundane pursuits
that came to sustain the town’s livelihoods after the
end of caravan trading: things such as fishing, coconut
and copra trading, and the smuggling of labor to Zanzi-
bar’s clove plantations. He makes clear that geographic
position—in particular, proximity to the labor and pro-
duce markets of Zanzibar and Dar es Salaam—re-

mained crucial to Bagamoyo’s ability to weather the
loss of slave-based plantation agriculture and of high-
value trade goods such as ivory. Place, then, still mat-
tered, and the town remained a destination for migrants
from as far afield as northern Mozambique and western
Tanganyika. His account of relative economic stability
in the colonial era helps readers understand how the co-
lonial period became a source of nostalgia for postcolo-
nial coastal elites.
Concerning the political dynamics of the town within

the Zanzibari sphere of influence, Fabian demonstrates
that the sultan’s envoys faced a constant struggle to
maintain their authority. In fact, some of the sultan’s
appointees effectively sided with the people of the
town against the Zanzibari ruler. At times, the Spiritan
missionaries appear to have had better standing with
the urban community than the sultan’s men. The result
is a portrayal of social and political relations that reso-
nates with Jonathon Glassman’s influential account of
feasts and riot, conspicuous consumption and struggles
for citizenship. That said, it is also different in a subtle
but important way. In Fabian’s account, the diverse
people of Bagamoyo appear invested in their belonging
to this locale in a way that at times supersedes their so-
cial conflicts; there is more emphasis on urban commu-
nity and less on internal struggles within it. Concomi-
tantly, Fabian asserts that during the 1888 uprising
against German rule, the period of looting and banditry
that followed the fairly quick capitulation of the town
to overwhelming German force did not represent an
outburst of tensions within the community. Rather,
Bagamoyans had capitulated quickly to protect their
town, and the looting was done by people from nearby
settlements such as Saadani, not Bagamoyo.
On this point, this reader wondered whether the

looters could always be so clearly attributed to one
place over another, given the mobility of the popula-
tion. More broadly speaking, Fabian’s focus on “being
Bagamoyan” as an identity that created genuinely
shared concerns and preferences provides much food for
thought. Influential towns or cities producing fierce local
attachment and parochial pride is not an outcome specific
to East Africa. Plenty of people draw pride from being,
for instance, Londoners. But there is reason to wonder
how much such shared pride in a place actually does to
connect those who feel or profess it, and to what extent it
brings into alignment their visions of urban life and their
personal needs. Networks of urbanites can coexist and in-
teract closely without either coming into conflict or shar-
ing a vision of urban life. Arguably, the most urgent
question is, What different meanings do apparently simi-
lar visions hold for different constituencies?
From own experience, there tends to be a degree of

consensus in Swahili towns as to which elders can
speak the most authoritatively on local history, but
there also tend to be dissenters. In terms of my research
sites, some of the most interesting views on the past
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