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It is with profound sorrow that we learn of the passing of Professor Asmarom Legesse, preeminent 

anthropologist, a fearless intellectual, and a pioneering scholar in Oromo studies. He left this world on 

Saturday, January 31, 2026, at the age of 94, leaving behind a remarkable legacy that has profoundly 

altered global understanding of African social and political thought, particularly Oromo studies. 

 

Born in Eritrea in 1933, Professor Legesse embarked on an academic journey that included his becoming 

a distinguished figure at esteemed institutions such as Harvard University, Northwestern University, and 

Swarthmore College. His scholarly expertise was extensive, but it was his profound, respectful, and 

rigorous engagement with the Oromo people of East Africa that etched his name into the legacy of 

enduring scholarship. His groundbreaking and foundational work on Oromo studies transformed the 

discipline, moving it beyond colonial-era misrepresentations to establish a rigorous, respectful, and 

sophisticated academic framework. 

 

Professor Legesse's pioneering scholarly work, Gada: Three Approaches to the Study of African Society 

(1973), was widely regarded as the most authoritative and comprehensive examination of the Oromo 

Gada system to that point. This foundational text has informed subsequent research in the field. His 

profound theoretical framework revolutionized the understanding and study of the Gada system, 

approaching it not merely as an "age-grade system," but as a complex indigenous democratic framework 

characterized by "generation-class democracy." His work revealed that the Gada system boasts its own 

constitution, balanced governance, and a cyclical transfer of political authority, complete with 

mechanisms for power limitation, conflict resolution, and social equity. These aspects render it significant 

in global discussions about governance and democracy. 

 



Furthermore, Professor Legesse underscored the relevance of Gada’s principles for contemporary issues 

such as environmental protection, gender roles, conflict resolution, modern governance, and 

peacebuilding. This emphasis on democracy formed the central theme of his later works, Oromo 

Democracy: An Indigenous African Political System,”  (2000) revised and reprinted (2006) and Gadaa: 

Democratic Institutions of the Boorana-Oromo (2019). 

 

Professor Asmarom’s research was grounded in meticulous interviews and extensive learning from the 

traditional knowledge keepers of the Oromo people. The theory and writing that grew out of that study 

refuted previously dominant scholarly views that labeled African institutions as 'tribal', 'primitive', 

'backward', 'savage', 'ritualistic', and 'fatalistic'. Instead, it framed African institutions as unique 

sophisticated socio-political achievements comparable to classical republics. 

His detailed ethnographic study, based on extensive fieldwork with the Borana Oromo, offers a much-

acclaimed account of the Gada's stages, classes, rituals, laws, and principles of power transfer. Professor 

Asmarom, championed Gada democracy, and brought the Gada system into the spotlight of global 

anthropological discourse. In doing so, he raised to prominence on the global intellectual map the Gada as 

an ingenious product fashioned by the Oromo people. He did this by positioning the Gada system as a key 

case study in political anthropology, challenging Western-centric models of state formation and 

democracy. His work explored the historic factors and complex mechanisms which account for the 

development of a complex and egalitarian system without centralized coercion. 

 

Professor Legesse's groundbreaking research on the Gada system not only highlighted African democratic 

institutions but also challenged the widespread colonial and derogatory narratives found in Ethiopian and 

Western studies. He critiqued the works of early colonial ethnographers who portrayed the Gada system 

negatively and neglected its study. Rather than being merely a public intellectual known for academic 

rigor, Professor Legesse was a lifelong advocate for Oromo studies and the Oromo people. Through his 

detailed research and advocacy, he dignified and enriched the field of Oromo studies. By using the Gada 

system as a powerful counterexample, his remarkable scholarly work systematically debunked the 

misconception that African societies lacked sophisticated political thought. His contributions became a 

source of pride and an intellectual resource for Oromo scholars and political activists, providing the 

historical and cultural foundation needed to articulate Oromo identity and political aspirations, 

particularly during the Oromo national movement. He inspired generations of Oromo scholars and 

intellectuals.  

 



His scholarship was instrumental in providing academic underpinning for the inscription of the Gada 

System as an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO in 2016. His work is frequently cited 

in reference for this recognition. 

 

Professor Asmarom Legesse was a pioneer in modern Oromo studies, whose work remains indispensable 

in seeking to understand Oromo society and its profound institutional heritage.  He was an active member 

and presenter at Oromo Studies conferences starting in the 1980s. The Oromo Studies Association 

presented him with its Lifetime Achievement Award in 2007.  Prof Asmarom delivered a Keynote 

Address at the OSA Annual Conference in 2017 in Washington, DC. He was present for the OSA 

Conference in Finfinne, Oromia where he was invited to serve as a Featured Speaker in 2019.   

 

Professor Asmarom Legesse, an intellectual giant, has passed away, but his remarkable work will 

continue to enrich the world of knowledge. Our heartfelt condolences go out to his family, loved ones, 

and friends. May he rest in eternal peace. 
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