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Abstract
The 32nd African Union Summit in Addis Ababa in February 2019 was opened
with the unveiling of a new statue of Ethiopia's last emperor Haile Selassie. The
statue, in honor of his founding role in the creation of the organization, is a
controversial addition to the AU premises. Opinion over Selassie remains highly
divisive given his strong external commitment to Pan-Africanism and continental
anti-colonial movements, while domestically he maintained a highly centralized
feudal state that violently repressed demands for national autonomy and political
rights. This case study explores the eight-year long debate spanning from Addis
Ababa to Accra over whether Selassie should be honoured with a statue at the AU.
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Introduction
On February 10, 2019, the African Union (AU) unveiled a new statue dedicated to Haile
Selassie within the walled grounds surrounding its headquarters in the Ethiopian capital,
Addis Ababa, the capital city of Ethiopia.1 Originally the premises which opened in 2012
displayed only one statue, that of ex-Ghanian president Kwame Nkrumah. This led to deep
resentment in the Union’s host state, as they felt Selassie should be recognized by the AU
for his founding role in the Union’s creation. However, the final Emperor leaves behind a
fiercely divisive legacy. Contestations soon arose over whether Haile Selassie should be
commemorated for his achievements as a Pan-Africanist and founding role in creating the
predecessor body of the AU, the Organization for African Unity (OAU), despite his
controversial home rule, including repression of protest movements focused on greater
cultural and political autonomy for the country’s diverse peoples, as well as his official
indifference to the 1972-1975 famine.2
The debate over his legacy roared for eight years, inflaming both the Ghanaian and Ethiopian
parliaments, eventually a statue of him was approved at the highest level of AU leadership
in 2017, leading to both celebrations and fierce criticism across civil society groups in the
region. As of June 2021, no official acknowledgment of these disputes has been made and
Haile Selassie continues to be an uncomfortable symbol for many.

Background
Selassie Abroad: Pan-Africanism and Role in the Creation of the Organization
of African Unity
The opening of the 32nd African Union Summit in Addis Ababa on February 10, 2019
was inaugurated with the unveiling of a new monument dedicated to Ethiopian Emperor
Hailie Selassie, situated on the grounds of African Union headquarters. The
three-meter-high statue cast in bronze, was created by three Ethiopian artists, Mesfin
Tesfaye, Bekele Mekonnen and Henock Azene from the Addis Ababa University’s Alle
1

Yohannes Woldemariam, “The romantic rewriting of Haile Selassie’s legacy must stop,” LSE Blog, February 4, 2019.
Martin Plaut, “Emperor Haile Selassie’s AU statue joins a growing list of Africa’s troubled memorials,” Quartz Africa,
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School of Fine Arts and Design.3 The Statue depicts Selassie with his thumbs and index
fingers forming a triangular shape in front of his body, one of his signature hand gestures.
The plinth of the statue is engraved with an extract from the Emperor's famous ‘Towards
African Unity’ speech, which Selassie gave to the OAU upon accepting the position as the
organization's first president on 25 May 1963. The extract reads: ‘Today, we look to the
future calmly, and courageously. We look to the vision of an Africa not merely free but
united…. History teaches us that unity is strength.’4
The statue was unveiled by Chairperson of the AU Commission, Moussa Faki Mahamat in
a ceremony attended by numerous high profile African Leaders, including Ethiopia’s Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed, Ghana’s President Nana Akufo-Addo, Rwanda’s President Paul
Kagame and descendants of the Emperor himself.5
Haile Selassie I was crowned Emperor ‘the Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, Elect of
God’ and ‘King of Kings (Negusa Negast) of Ethiopia in November 1930.6 With the
exception of the Italian invasion (1935-1941) he remained in power for almost four
decades until 1974.7 The Ethiopian Imperial family claimed lineage dating back to the
Biblical King Solomon and Queen Sheba.8
Ethiopia emerged as a bastion for the anti-colonial movement on the continent, given that
they had never been colonized, but only briefly occupied by Italy. Selassie’s June 30, 1936
speech in Geneva, Switzerland to the full assembly of the League of Nations entitled
‘Appeal to the League of Nations’ was a revolutionary moment for the oratory of African
liberation.9 It was the first time a leader of an Independent African state had addressed a
3
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full session of the League to stop what has been described as a ‘modern, brutal
colonisation’ from a fellow member state.10 In the famous speech, Selassie waived an
early warning sign against rising facisim and received ‘world-wide coverage’ that gained
him considerable international stature as a result.11
This well documented and high-level advocacy at the League of Nations and triumphant
return to power exactly five years after the Italian occupation began, earned him a
reputation within Africa and abroad, ‘as a strong leader who stood up to colonial
powers.’12 From that point on, Ethiopia as a nation became symbolic of ‘independence and
resistance against colonialism.’13
The monument, honouring Selassie, was commissioned by the African Union for their
premises. Deputy Chairperson of the African Union Commission Kwesi Quartey, reflecting
on the choice of Selassie stated that:
The commemorative statue of Emperor Haile Selassie is an important recognition of the
Emperor’s contribution to Africa’s liberation and unity leading up to the founding of the
Organization of African Unity in 1963.14

The statue was further intended to honour Ethiopia's long standing commitment to the
Pan-African movement. With Quartey further remarking that:
This [Addis Ababa] is Africa’s diplomatic capital and symbol of Pan-Africanism. We extend
our appreciation to the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia as well as the good people
of Ethiopia, for their commitment to the AU.15

Centrally, the monument was erected as a testament to Ethiopia and Selassie’s role in the
creation of the OAU, a process that was both long and heavily contested at the time. In
10
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the mid 20th century following the immediate aftermath of a wave of decolonization
across the continent, ideological divisions were rife, and the continent was jettisoned into
various ideological blocs, most notably the Casablanca group led by Kwame Nkrumah of
Ghana, the Monrovia Group led by Nigeria's Tafawa Balewa and the Brazzaville Group led
by Cameroon.16
The OAU emerged as a compromise between the three major ideological groupings of
Africa; its charter proclaimed the organization's goals to, ‘safeguard and consolidate the
hard-won independence …. to fight against neocolonialism in all its forms’ and desire ‘that
all African States should henceforth unite so that the welfare and wellbeing of their
peoples can be assured.’17 The OAU’s creation was a watershed moment for the Pan
Africanist movement. The definition of this movement is varied on ‘account of the
sociological complexity of the phenomenon’, however it is generally understood to refer to
a ‘continental self-awareness’18 in light of European colonialism and could be loosely
defined as follows:
The ideology of democracy and human rights in an African federal framework ... (whose
purpose is)... a government of Africans by Africans, which respects racial and religious
minorities who wish to live in Africa with the black majority.19

Pan-Africanism gained prominence in the twentieth century with a series of conferences
originating in 1900 in London, but gradually expanding and shifted to the continent
itself.20 Following the independence of Ghana in 1956, the Pan-African movement rapidly
accelerated. In April 1957, the first ‘ Conference of Independent African States’ was
convened in Accra by Prime Minister Kwame Nkrumah, followed by the ‘All African
Peoples Conference’ in December that year.21 This conference represented the first time
16

Michael Abiodun Olanrewaju and Victor Osaro Edo, “An Assessment of the Transformation of the Organization of
African Unity (O.A.U) to the African Union (A.U), 1963 – 2007,” Journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria 21 (2012): 42.
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OAU Charter, Addis Ababa, 25 May 1963, preamble.
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Pan-African Organization (Leiden: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2012), 10.
20
Kelechi Johnmary Ani and Victor Ojakorotu, “Pan-Africanism, African Union and the Challenge of Transformative
Development in Africa,” Journal of African Union Studies 6, no.1 (2017): 14.
21
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of Ethiopian Studies 6, no.1/2 (2012): 82.
5

VIII | A Contested Histories Occasional Paper | January 2022

‘African affairs were discussed at an African inter-governmental level.’22 The eight
countries present (Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Liberia, Libya, Morocco, Sudan and Tunisia)
formed a Union of African United Independent States, with the motto 'Independence and
Unity’ and resolved to ‘be united in cooperation and negotiations in economic, political,
social and cultural relations.’23
However, by 1960, when Ethiopia hosted the Second Conference of Independent African
States, the initial unity of the Pan-African movement came to take on differing ideological
interpretations amongst African statesmen. Nkrumah, emerged as the leader of the
Casablanca Bloc (Ghana, Egypt and Morocco) which called for immediate unification of
the continent, under an African Federation.24 Calling for the creation of the Union of
African States, with ‘no economic, political and other barriers’ a radical approach to the
future of the continent.25 This directly contrasted the Monrovia (Nigeria and Liberia) and
Brazzaville Bloc (Cameroon and Franco-phone countries) who favoured a more loose
political association.26 The next conference hosted in Lagos Nigeria in 1962, marked a key
ideological split between the different blocs, complicating negotiations for the OAU and
causing heavy contestation.27 The purpose of the conference was to draft the charter of
the OAU, however, due to its hosting in Nigeria, members of the Casablanca group
boycotted the conference due to the hosts membership to the Monrovian bloc, delaying
the process.28 At the Lagos conference, Selassie espoused a neutral position stating that
his country belonged to only one bloc, ‘the African bloc.’29
As a result, Ethiopia, and Addis Ababa specifically, emerged as a neutral territory given
the rife political divisions between the different blocs. The following year on 22 May
22
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1963, Ethiopia hosted both the Casablanca and Monrovian blocs in Addis Ababa where
they ‘agreed to ensure the rise of African unity.’30 Selassie spoke ‘on the need for African
unity as a road to development.’31 His proposal called ‘for the creation of a supranational
political body that would pave the way toward complete unity in a step-by-step process,’
this satisfied neither bloc and was deemed either ‘too intrusive’ or ‘too weak.’32
However, it was the least controversial and divisive proposal. Subsequently, the Ethiopian
proposal presented by Selassie, was signed by the thirty-two heads of states present on
25 May 1963, creating the OAU.33 Given his ability to overcome these contentious
ideological divisions, Selassie gained high esteem as an African statesman and
Pan-Africanist.34 The engraving on the statue is a direct extract from this very event, and
marks the formal beginning of Addis Ababa as the centre of African diplomacy.

Selassie at Home: Centralization, the ‘Ethiopian National Question’ and
Famine
While Selassie initially enjoyed strong support as a Pan-African visionary on the regional
level, his legacy in Ethiopia remains controversial due to his internal democratization
policies.
Following his return to power in 1941, he reigned over the entirety of Ethiopia, ‘with the
exception of Eritrea, which, due to its historical characteristics, had its own institutions.’35
However, this quasi-independent status of Eritrea changed drastically under Selassie’s
rule. His key role in ‘cementing the unity of the divergent groups’ through the OAU, ‘was
not simply an act of continental statesmanship in which his country gave something in
return for a larger unity’, it was in fact

‘a shrewd, calculated move in pursuit of a

meticulously worked out foreign policy.’36 Six months before the creation of the OAU,
30

Kelechi Johnmary Ani and Victor Ojakorotu, “Pan-Africanism, African Union and the Challenge of Transformative
Development in Africa,” Journal of African Union Studies 6, no.1 (2017): 17
31
Ibid.
32
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Selassie forcibly annexed Eritrea, in direct contravention of UN Resolution 390(V), which
formally federated Eritrea with Ethiopia.37
At the first OAU conference, Selassie presented a fait accompli of a ‘United Ethiopia’,
which he would use as a later pretext, that the colonial borders were not applicable to
Ethiopia and that escalating tensions in the region, were an ‘internal affair’ in which the
OAU should have no involvement.38 Selassie further justified this to the Ethiopian
Parliament on his twenty-seventh coronation anniversary stating:
There is nothing new and startling in the reintegration of Eritrea with its motherland. With
the passage of time, a territorial boundary artificially erected by the hand of man has been
broken down by the Almighty hand of God. . . The unity of our Empire is not merely the
work of man, but of God Almighty Himself.39

In 1961, armed struggle over Eritrean Independence began with the creation of the
Eritrean Liberation Front, eventually escalating into the Eritrean Independence War
(1961-1991), resulting in one of the longest running conflicts on the continent.40
Aside from battling against Eritrean liberation, Selassie gained further notoriety as the
‘modernizer’ of Ethiopia. Throughout his reign he demonstrated a ‘strong commitment to
royal absolutism, while at the same time publicly espousing modernization and economic
development.’41 This internal centralization and modernization of Ethiopia was a project
with ‘explicit identification of Ethiopia with the Amharic language, the culture and customs
of the northern highlands and Orthodox Christianity’ despite the fact that large segments
of the country's population are from various heterogeneous national and religious
groups.42 As Africanist Keller emphasizes Selassie's social policy largely ignored ‘the
national question’ the state provided the non-Amharized ethnic groups with ‘only meagre

37

Ibid.
Ibid.
39
Awet Tewelde Weldemichael, Third World Colonialism and Strategies of Liberation: Eritrea and East Timor Compared
(Cambridge University Press, 2013), 24.
40
Ibid.
41
Edmond Keller, “Ethiopia: Revolution, Class, and the National Question,” African Affairs 80, no.321 (1981): 540.
42
Mulugeta Gebrehiwot Berhe and Feseha Habtetsion Gebresilassie, “ Nationalism and self-determination in
contemporary Ethiopia,” Nations and Nationalism 27, no.1 (2020): 98-99.
38

8

VIII | A Contested Histories Occasional Paper | January 2022

social services and even fewer opportunities to improve their life chances.’43 There was
thus no ‘conscious policy of national political integration save for the Amharization of
certain select groups.’44 In Ethiopia's social and economic policy under Selassie ‘Amharas,
Tigres, and Amharized-Oromos were favoured over other groups,’ as a result of this
resentment of the internal ‘Amhara-Colonialism’ of ethnic groups was deep-seated.45 This
centralization has largely come to form part of the ongoing Ethiopian ‘national question’
which continues to haunt the politics of the country in the present day.
In 1955 Ethiopia became a ‘constitutional monarchy’ with quasi-representative
institutions.46 In order to legitimise this transformation, Selassie rewrote the constitution
effectively limiting the power of parliament and consolidating his supreme authority.47
This modernization was undertaken with the objective of achieving a ‘centralized
absolutist state’ under Imperial control. To centralize control,

Selassie ‘replaced the

traditional administrations, dislodged the local nobility from power, and increasingly
concentrated power at the center, thereby triggering resistance that usually had an ethnic
dimension.’48 In order to fund these reforms resources were extracted in the ‘form of taxes
to meet the growing budgetary needs for building modern state structure.’49 Grievances
over this extractive economic model and changes in local government structures, lead to
numerous uprisings against imperial rule, most notably the 1942, Tigrian ‘Weyane’
rebellion, the 1960 Gedeo Uprising (also known as the ‘Michille war’) the 1965 Bale
rebellion and the Gojjam peasant rebellion of 1968.50 To complicate matters further in
1972, severe drought hit Ethiopia resulting in a widespread famine. It is estimated that

43
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around two million people were affected by the famine51 that resulted in a death toll in
1974 of as many as two hundred thousand people.52
In 1974, Ethiopia underwent a revolution, whose underlying factors were an
amalgamation of the most controversial factors of Selassie's rule, driven largely by ‘an
anti-feudal uprising, a nationalist-secessionist war in Eritrea, and a struggle by oppressed
identity groups for emancipation and equality.’53 The revolution consisted of multiple
sectors of society and consisted of widespread civil unrest54 eventually resulting in
elements of the armed forces, led predominantly by the radical Derg wing, overthrowing
the Selassie government and assassinating the Emperor on April 24 1974.55

History of the Contestation
The legacy of Haile Selassie remains controversial both inside and outside Africa. The first
controversies over commemorating Selassie at the AU stem back to 2012. Beginning in
2009, China as a gift to the AU, funded and constructed the Unions new headquarters, in
Addis Ababa. This $200 million project completed construction in January 2012, and
brought with it questions over what commemorations should be displayed on the new
premises.56 Leading to an eight year long debate over whether Selassie should be
commemorated at the AU for his role as a Pan-Africanist, despite his controversial rule of
Ethiopia.

Nkrumah or Selassie? The Politics of Commemoration
The first controversies surrounding whether Selassie should be displayed at the AU date
back to the headquarters inauguration. The first statue to be unveiled at the official
51
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opening of the new AU premises in January 2012, was a three and a half meter bronze
statue, cast in Ghana of the
‘Osagyefo (The Redeemer) Kwame Nkrumah’ former president of Ghana and leader of the
Casablanca group.57 The statue created by Don Arthur, was done so at the bequest of the
AU, after intense lobbying by the Ghanaian delegation in honor of his ‘greatness’ and
‘leading role in the African liberation struggle.’58 The dedication on the base of the statue,
much like Selassie's, is an extract from the speech given by Nkrumah at the OAU opening
conference in May 1963: ‘Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands unto God, Africa must
unite.’59
Despite enthusiasm from the Ghanaian delegation, the statue immediately caused
controversy in Ethiopia. An online petition soon went viral in Ethiopia demanding that the
statue of Nkrumah either be joined by one of Selassie or removed in its entirety.60 The
petition stressed that a monument to Selassie should have preceded that of Nkrumah as
he was ‘a longer-standing supporter of African liberation than Nkrumah was.’

61

A group

of Ethiopian expatriates further sent a letter to AU Deputy Chairman Erastus Mwencha
stating that Selassie possessed the ‘legal, moral, historical and diplomatic legitimacy to
have his statue erected next to Kwame Nkrumah.’62
Politicians within Ethiopia were quick to criticize the exclusion of Selassie. Former
opposition party chairman Gizachew Shiferaw, expressed that he ‘was deeply saddened’
and that ‘no one deserves more recognition than Haile Selasse when it comes to fighting
for the African cause. Not Nkrumah, not anybody else.’63 Ethiopian scholars and politicians
became vocal in questioning why their Government had not suggested the construction of
Selassie’s statue.64

57

Carola Lentz, “Ghanaian Monument Wars: The Contested History of Nkrumah Statues,” Cahiers d’études africaines
227, (2017): 551.
58
GNA, “Kwame Nkrumah statue unveiled in Addis Ababa,” Ghana Web, January 29, 2012.
59
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60
Daniel Howden, “Ethiopians give lacklustre welcome to Kwame Nkrumah statue,” Independent, February 14, 2012.
61
Kylie Kiunguyu, “African Union set to unveil commemorative statue of Emperor Haile Selassie I,” This is Africa,
February 3, 2019.
62
Aaron Maash, “Long live the king! AU's lavish new home hit by statue row,” Reuters, February 10, 2012.
63
Ibid..
64
Janet Shoko, “Ethiopia’s conundrum: A statue for Nkrumah or Selassie?” The Africa Report, February 8, 2012.
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The issue further escalated in February 2012, when Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles
Zenawi, addressed the lower house of the parliament to defend the inclusion of Nkrumah.
Stating in the debate that: ‘We as Africans should be proud of Nkrumah for his pan
African movement ...It is a shame not to accept his role ...It is only Nkrumah who is
remembered whenever we talk about Pan-Africanism.65 The prime minister avoided
directly commenting on whether Selassie should be included, given that the Zenawi
government had never shied away from criticizing the legacy of Selassie, publicly referring
to him as a ‘feudal dictator.’66
Opposition leaders were quick to construe this as a political decision. With opposition
leader Yavob Hailemariam stating that ‘It is Haile Selassie who is described by African
leaders as the father of Africa not Nkrumah.’67 The perceived animosity of the Zenawi
government towards Selassie, soon gave rise to speculation that they ‘had been the
stumbling block’ in erecting a statue.68 With Hailemariam stating that ‘our government,
because of its hatred for Selassie, failed to campaign for him, while Ghana proposed to
the AU to have Nkrumah’s statue. This is a historical mistake by our government.’69 The
lack of clarity on the internal discussions surrounding the choice of Nkrumah, led many
such as Historian Mesfin Tariku to remark that: ‘We have no idea on the criteria used to
choose Nkrumah.’70 Despite the accusations that his government's animosity towards the
former emperor was the reason for the snub, Zenawi was adamant that ‘there is nothing
political about the statue’ and that Nkrumah was the ‘automatic choice as an African
symbol.’71
While debate roared for the inclusion of a statue of Selassie, so too did fierce criticism
over his legacy in Ethiopia. Counter-petitions and correspondence to the AU Commission,
by the Ethiopian Pan-African Society, outlined that while the statute of Nkrumah was fully
supported, Selassie was not a Pan-Africanist and that his cruelty was such that any letter

65

Ibid.
Aaron Maash, “Long live the king! AU's lavish new home hit by statue row,” Reuters, February 10, 2012.
67
Ibid.
68
Janet Shoko, “Ethiopia’s conundrum: A statue for Nkrumah or Selassie?” The Africa Report, February 8, 2012.
69
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70
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71
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‘simply cannot list all the crimes of the ex-emperor.’72 Testifying to the divided legacy
Selassie continues to have in his home country.

Reinvigoration of the Selassie Debate 2012-2019: The Role of Ghana
In 2012 a key political event rocked Ethiopia, Meles Zenawi, who had been head of
government since 1991, passed away on August 20th, ushering in a new period of
debate within Ethiopia over which political legacies should remain relevant. On the eve of
the AU’s 50th anniversary celebration on March 21st 2013, the campaign for the erection
of a Selassie statue at the AU once again revived. Ethiopian President Girma sent a letter
to the AU stating that a: ‘statue must be erected to commemorate the Emperor who was
the first leader of Africa-- I think he deserves a statue.’73
This was further fueled by a petition circulated by the Queen of Sheba Research
Foundation, which called the exclusion of Selassie from the AU ‘akin to dissociating Dr.
Martin Luther King from the Civil Rights Movement.’74 In this period a group of ‘Ethiopian
elders, opposition politicians and scholars’ continued to write to the AU Commission
‘voicing their disappointment at its decision to ignore the deposed emperor.’75
The debate remained relatively subdued after this, until 2017, when Ghana
controversially advocated for the inclusion of Selassie at the AU. Like Ethiopia, Ghana had
also undergone key political changes, with the election of new President Nana
Akufo-Addo of the New Patriotic Party (NPP) who was sworn in on January 7th 2017.
Historically the NPP has always been ideologically linked to Nkrumah’s key political rival
Joseph Danquah.76 Controversy soon arose when a quote attributed to former Ghana
Special Advisor on Corruption, Daniel Batidam, spread across social media, causing
immense controversy. Portions of the statement revealed that Ghanaian President
Akufo-Addo had proposed a motion for the erection of new statues at the AU
72

Asrat Deferes, “An open letter to acting AU Commission Chairperson: Say no to Haile Selassie statue at AU,”
Pambazuka News, February 23, 2012.
73
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Headquarters. The quote read: ‘…it took a Ghanaian leader (Akufo-Addo) to propose the
erection of other statues to stand with the statue of Nkrumah at the AU Headquarters.’77
Batidam later clarified in a Ghanaian radio interview that Akufo-Addo explicitly proposed
the inclusion of a statue of Selassie next to the one of Nkrumah.
This statement caused outrage in Ghana, evoking intense criticism in Ghana from rival
factions ideologically aligned with Nkrumah and the Nkrumaism ideology within the new
Ghanian parliament. They accused Akufo-Addo of attempting to distort history. They
further questioned why a Ghanaian president would propose to erect a statue, arguing
that the existing statue of Nkrumah ‘should have been allowed to enjoy the enviable slot
of standing alone at the iconic office in Addis Ababa.’78
This

statement

communications,

was

quickly denied by the Ghanaian government's head of

Eugene Ahrin, who stated ‘for the avoidance of doubt, President

Akufo-Addo, has never made any such proposal at any AU meeting.’79 This account meant
to appease the Nkrumaism factions in the Ghanaian parliament, later turned out to be
inaccurate in light of an interview given by Ghanaian diplomat and current deputy
chairperson of the AU Commission Kwesi Quartey. Recalling the proposal, Quartey who
was present at the 2017 Summit, stated:
When the summit was almost ending, we were sitting on the podium when I saw Nana’s
flag, so I told the Chair ‘Ghana Ghana’. And you know Nana speaks well, he gave a
background and as soon as he suggested it [that a monument is erected for Haile Selassie
at the AU HQ] the room burst into applause and acclamation. The Chair of the meeting
then was the Guinean President, who said that Mr. President, you have your answer.80

Quartey insists that contrary to the opposition of factions of the Ghanaian parliament, the
role of President Akufo-Addo, in advocating for the statue, has ‘boosted Ghana’s image’
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and greatly enhanced diplomatic relations and ‘friendship’ between Ghana and Ethiopia
and was a ‘true recognition of Haile Selassie as a founder of Pan-Africanism.’81

Decision-Making Processes
The continued campaign by Selassie supporters, bolstered by Ghanaian advocacy proved
successful. In 2017, according to Quartey's account, the AU Commission approved the
erection of a statue of Selassie after a strongly supported proposal from Ghana.
This was however only officially announced on April 22nd 2018 in an address given by
Quartey at the Adwa Pan-African University Conference. In his address Quartey stated
that Ethiopia has long been a symbol for the emancipation of Africa, and it was due to this
that:
Ghana was always uncomfortable to have the statue of Kwame Nkrumah alone at the
Headquarters of the African Union without that of His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie the
First, Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, Elect of God, Emperor of Ethiopia. This error
will soon be rectified. The last Summit agreed by acclamation to erect a statue of His
Imperial Majesty Emperor Haile Selassie at an appropriate location in the AU
Headquarters.82

In January 2019, the AU released a press release focused on the meeting between
Quartey and Princess Mariam Sena Asfaw Wossen, granddaughter of Emperor Haile
Selassie I, confirming the installation of a Selassie monument to be unveiled at the
upcoming summit. The Princess welcomed the decision to erect the monument stating
that ‘this historic decision is an illustration of the unity of purpose by African leaders.’83
After this proclamation, controversy once again stirred. Despite the active role of civil
society in Ethiopia in pushing for the Selassie statue, the public was not united in their
perception of Selassie as a representative of Pan-Africanism. The new Ethiopian
government’s support for the statue did not settle the issue of Selassie legacy for many
81
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Ethiopians. Mirroring increasingly intense internal debates within Ethiopia about the
country’s interpretation of history and its political future, civil society groups from both
Ethiopia and Eritrea continued to publically raise doubts about the propriety of honoring
Selassie at the AU.
In response to the statue's unveiling, civil society groups in Eritrea and Ethiopia, sent
numerous letters of complaint to the AU Chairperson. One Nation Eritrea, wrote to
express ‘disappointment and dismay at the message of this utter disregard for the ideals
of freedom and equality the African Union should stand for.’84 They averred that not only
was Selassie not a symbol of Pan-African unity, in the same manner as Nkrumah, he was
in fact ‘simply a feudal king who sought to consolidate his power at the expense of his
subjects.’85 Further emphasizing that any monument to him presents a distorted and
romanticized image of his rule, the organization continued by listing numerous atrocities
and massacres that occurred under his rule and proposed that other figures, such as
Nelson Mandela and Patrick Lumumba should be commemorated as Pan-African idealists
in his stead. Concluding that;
If the African Union wants to be a symbol of unity for Africa and its people, as its name
implies, it looks utterly ridiculous to erect a statue of a man who considered himself and
brain-washed many others that he was elect-of-God, the descendant of the Biblical King
Solomon or even a divinity, the incarnation of God himself.86

The Commission did not respond to these criticisms and the official unveiling of the Statue
marked the opening of the 2019 AU Summit attended by numerous high profile African
diplomats and heads of state. Finally, appeasing eight years of lobbying by some Ethiopian
civil society and politicians for the inclusion of a Selassie statue at the AU headquarters,
while simultaneously reigniting fierce debates both within and outside of Ethiopia over
Selassie’s legacy. The AU website maintains their description of Selassie as an ‘OAU
Founding Father’ and any opposition from member states surrounding the decision to erect
the statue, has not been voiced publicly.
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Summary and Conclusions
The lack of transparency by the AU Commission on the criteria and decision-making process
surrounding the erection of both the Nkrumah and Selassie statues caused political tensions
in both Ethiopia in 2012 and Ghana in 2017. After the death of Zenawi in 2012, a renewed
debate about the historical and political legacy of the Imperial government arose. One that
the statue of Selassie fed into, indicating how secretive decisions at the supra-national level
can have ramifications on the national level. The objections of Eritrean and Ethiopian critics of
Selassie were largely sidelined in light of larger regional diplomacy between Ghana and
Ethiopia. Nevertheless, Selassie himself remains controversial, on June 30 2020 a statue of
Haile Selassie in Cannizaro Park in London was destroyed by over 100 protesters while in
the same month a statue of Selassie father Makonnen Wolde Mikeal was also torn down in
Harar a city in eastern Ethiopia.87 The actions were perpetrated by members of the Oromo
Ethnic Group who brought attention to the fact that they were ‘oppressed under Haile
Selassie’s reign and their language and traditional religion banned.’88
Conversely, in 2019 Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, who came to power in 2018,
opened a new ‘Unity Park’ museum that displays all of Ethiopia's past leaders, including
those deemed controversial such as Selassie and Mengistu.89 The park is located in the
former palace of Emperor Menelik II that had been closed to the public since Selassie’s
overthrow in 1974 and displays a wax figure of the emperor alongside an accompanying
description of his ‘contributions to the contributions to the country’s development.90 While,
as of 2020, the site of Selassie’s former Jubilee palace is currently undergoing renovations to
be turned into a museum, evidencing a shift of commemoration and re-romanization of the
Imperial era.91
These two events occurring within quick succession of each other, underscore that the
tensions over the historical and political legacy of the Imperial government under Selassie
remain particularly acute. With Selassie within Ethiopia being both a figure of celebration
for some and a source of contention and oppression for others. His inclusion at the AU
87
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thus brought renewed attention to the controversial legacy the Pan-Africanist leader left
behind both at home and abroad.
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