Post-colonialism in Africa: A brief history of the ideological and philosophical developments that attempted to help all African nations


When considering economic and cultural growth in Africa post 1945, reflecting and acknowledging the impacts of imperialism and colonialism are essential. Following the scramble for Africa of the nineteenth century by nearly all the European countries, most of them had gained territory and occupancy of an African country as a result. Spain, France, Portugal and Great Britain were vast empires before the nineteenth century and had developed numerous ways to control and subvert the large countries and continents they attempted to colonise. One key African leader, born during a war with the potential coloniser, Italy, lived through both world wars, met President John F. Kennedy and is still, in the twenty first century a central part of a religion. Like Kennedy, his death surrounded by conspiracy. 

Emperor Haile Selassie is this key leader. He had an extensive regime of dealing with colonial powers both in and outside of the African continent and, worked extensively to help African nations gain independence from their colonial captors. Like any world leader, controversy and contradiction also follow his legacy. His tactics in controlling his home nation of Ethiopia, formerly known as Abyssinia, are contradictory to the philosophies and ideologies of he espoused. His heavy handedness and inaction within his own country led to the fall of his empire and were the focus of the main criticisms made against him. This essay will explore Selassie’s activism in his pursuit of world peace and “universal morality” (Selassie, 1963) within global international relationships. I will also give a history of the country of Ethiopia. I will not only consider Ethiopia under Selassie’s rule, but will also give some context of the succeeding events following the revolution of 1974-1975 (CGTN Africa, 2014).  I will also highlight where not only Ethiopia but Africa as a continent stands on the world stage in the twenty first century. 

In 1892 Ras (Prince) Tafari Makonnen was born with a claim to the throne of Abyssinia, now known as Ethiopia (Britannica, 2022). Dynastic rule was commonplace within the global structure of the early twentieth century because of the vast empires created by colonial Europe. However, within Africa, dynastic rule was in decline, for “the scramble for Africa” had drastically changed the power structure within the continent (Britannica, 2021). As a child Tafari, excelled in his education and as a result was given governmental duties at the age of thirteen (Afristory, 2021). He took his opportunity to gain more power and put himself closer to the royal Abyssinian throne in 1916 by helping to depose the unpopular Muslim emperor Lij Yasu. The Ethiopian population was a predominantly Christian, and as Tafari was also a Christian, this made the deposition of the Muslim Lij Yasun easier, and was a seen as a welcoming gesture to the people of Ethiopia (CGTN Africa, 2014). It was during his time as regent that Tafari develop his power on the international stage. He was crowned Emperor Hailie Selassie in 1930, making him the undisputed and unchallenged leader of Ethiopia.

Selassie signed Abyssinia up to the League of Nations in 1923, the League being the precursor to the United Nations. In the wake of the first world war, the League of Nations was created so that countries could be able to resolve their issues without having to resort to the terror of war. Liberia and the Union of South Africa were the only other African countries included in the League. This was proof of Africa’s lack of representation within the world stage at this time, a fact of which Selassie was extremely conscious. He thought it was his mission and responsibility to represent not only his home country of Abyssinia, but also represent Africa and Africans on the world stage. His rhetoric was his most powerful weapon in his arsenal and he deployed it masterfully making him a global sensation. During the Italian invasion of Abyssinia in 1934, Selassie made appeals to the league for help and assistance to counter the Italian aggression. An excerpt of a speech made to the League during 1938 highlights the tactics used by the Italians to conquer Abyssinia but, it also serves as a good example of one of the many tactics colonial powers employed to gain an advantage over the people they intended to colonise. He states;

In order to break down the resistance of My people and its refusal to abandon that independence which it has enjoyed for more than thirty centuries, the Italian authorities are counting upon propaganda with the object of demoralizing the people, and in this they make great play with the abandonment of Ethiopia by the League of Nations.  (Selassie, 1938) 

Selassie here employs a powerful and moving rhetoric. He begins by stating that his people, Abyssinians, are refusing to abandon their independence. In these carefully selected words Selassie is acknowledging the immediate danger that is posed by Italy and reflects it by claiming the enjoyment of the people of their independence for over 3000 years. The implementation of demoralizing propaganda is still in use in the 21st century and to an extent to which Selassie could not imagine. However at this time these methods were still widely unknown as means of subjugation to many ordinary citizens anywhere in the world at this time. Such knowledge is a testament to his extensive education. He finishes his statement by reiterating that attempts by the Italians to demoralize the citizens he is defending, using force, makes a mockery of the League’s founding principles of ensuring diplomatic solutions to international problems to avoid armed conflicts. This is because it has, in Selassie words “abandoned Ethiopia.” (Selassie, 1938) Italy was successful in taking over and occupying Ethiopia. 

During the second world war Selassie was given refuge by the British government, who ensured his personal safety (CGTN Africa, 2014). Upon his return to his home country and continent, he once again set ambitious goals of helping liberate the African continent from colonial rule and oppression. He strove to educate and enlighten the West from their ignorant theories and ideologies in relation not only of African people, but of all races and peoples world-wide. In 1958 the creation of the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa was created, with Selassie insisting the headquarters of the commission should be in Africa. He unsurprisingly made his own nation’s capital, Addis Ababa, the headquarter of the commission. It is probable this was a tactical move to maintain his own influence within the committee, but I believe he insisted the commission was to be setup in an independent African country, to ensure the independence of the committee from European influence. During one of the first sessions of the council, Selassie explained to the members of the council the complex political, social and economic issues facing the people of Africa. He stated

Political independence, however, is but one part of the complex of problems which face the African peoples in their struggles to achieve their rightful place in the world. It is paradoxical that while Africa is potentially the richest continent, large numbers of her people still lean an existence that can only be regarded as sub-standard. A major cause of this lag in Africa’s economic development has been the lack of education of her peoples. (Selassie, 1958)

This statement, I believe, is still relevant today. Although every country may have gained its independence, the shadow of the colonial past still bears a deep scar on the African continent. Africa is a continent with a variety of natural resources that it supplies to the rest of the world but the issues are still “complex and paradoxical” (Selassie, 1958). The key words from this short excerpt and I believe the vital words when attempting to understand and address the problems faced in the African continent in 2022. I believe Globalization and the modern-day corporation are perhaps more significant factors over the unequal contracts and pay seen throughout Africa today. The commission was also supposed to aid not only established countries from seeking independence, but also to help the people of emerging states seeking to be recognized as independent (Selassie, 1958). The African Economic Commission remaining exists today in 2022 with Addis Ababa still their headquarters and many of the objectives set out in 1958 are ongoing  issues recognised and supported by the commission such as regional integration and trade, poverty, inequality and social policy to name a few (UNECA, 2022).

His Imperial Majesty Emperor Haile Selassie has forever been immortalized by being the central figure of the religious and political movement called Rastafarianism originating in Jamaica 1930 (URI, 2022). The most famous follower of this religion was the musician Bob Marley. Marley used part of Selassie’s speech to the United Nations in 1963 to create the song War. This speech culminates Selassie’s doctrine of philosophy and ethics toward international relations. He states

That until the philosophy which holds one race superior, and another inferior is finally and permanently discredited and abandoned… And until the ignoble and unhappy regimes that hold our brothers in Angola, in Mozambique and in South Africa in sub-human bondage have been toppled and destroyed… Until that day, the African continent will not know peace. We Africans will fight, if necessary, and we know that we shall win, as we are confident in the victory of good over evil. 
(Selassie, 1963)

In the first part of the segment, Selassie is acknowledging and addressing the institutionalised racism within the several nations of the world in 1963. He argues that the ideologies created by the colonial powers who attempted to “demoralise his people” (Selassie, 1934) should be “discredited and abandoned” (Selassie, 1963). In the second part of the speech, he addresses the unjust laws and living conditions created by white Europeans for non-white residents within the countries of Angola, Mozambique and South Africa, arguing that the regimes need to be “toppled and destroyed” (Selassie, 1964). He concludes that until the monumental challenges he had mentioned were resolved, a true peace cannot be attained and or sustained in Africa. He believes African people must and will fight against evil colonialism and that their struggle for freedom is a good and just cause. (Selassie, 1964)

To conclude this analysis of Selassie’s political career and the influence he wielded on the international stage, his work domestically must be addressed. The question of how a well-respected leader in the international community was overthrown by a socialist revolution and potentially murdered by the revolution is key to understanding Selassie. Selassie did create a university and have an educational policy within Ethiopia. He did work to keep his country independent from colonial influence and was largely successful in doing so, but like all world leaders there are many controversies and contradictions in Selassie’s policies both domestic and globally. 

An imperialist feudal government typically involves a selected elite, ruling via military or police intervention to all civic matters. Selassie’s heavy handedness and cruelty towards his own people was well documented by his citizens and his regular implementation of the army with the order to use lethal force is an unfortunate fact of his rule. The army was sanctioned to burn villages in Eritrea in order to supress unrest within the region (Afristory, 2021). This is one of the causes for feelings of discontent towards the Ethiopian government, but I believe this is not the key reason for his downfall. The economic change that Selassie tried to implement was too slow and not with little impact to the majority of Ethiopian people. This I believe is one of the root causes of the revolution. The Church and feudal landlords who controlled a large portion of the land within the country, around forty percent collectively, resulting in little economic development for the people and created further division between the ruling class and the citizens of Ethiopia (Afristory, 2021). All of these factors came to fruition when the “hidden famine” hit Ethiopia in 1974-1975 where starvation and malnutrition were rife within the civilian population. A documentary by the British media company Thames TV exposed the tragic state of affairs within the country, contrasting the immense poverty of the citizens to the luxurious life enjoyed by the emperor and the ruling classes (Thames TV, 2018). A famous image of Selassie feeding his dogs meat from a silver tray, is contrasted by the image of starving children. (Thames TV, 2018).

The military and police forces were the catalyst for change, for they attempted to ransom high standing public officials in exchange for better pay. The disillusionment of the government is clear between these exchanges, for a succession of false promises in relation to working conditions and pay for the military sparked the revolution by the origination called the Derg. The Derg was comprised of military and police personnel who took direct action against the empire and encouraged the people of Ethiopia to rebel. (Afristory, 2021) They encouraged the citizens to rebel against the feudal landlords by issuing land reform policies which returned ownership of the land back to the citizens, a popular move amongst the mass population. Film footage shows the celebrations carried out by the citizens during this time (Thames TV, 2018). Imprisonment of senior officials swiftly followed with charges of corruption and crimes against the state brought against them. Selassie and his family were eventually arrested and detained by the Derg for their crimes against the country. His death is surrounded by conspiracy, for it is not known if he was assassinated or died of natural causes (Afristory, 2021). The revolution was successful in overthrowing the imperial power that was the Ethiopian empire and did bring some positive changes to the region, but unfortunately did not bring a lasting peace to the country. The Derg, after Selassie death, fell apart by political infighting and assassinations. The victor of this political upheaval was a man called Mengistu Mariam who ruled for seventeen years and was to be known as the butcher of Addis Ababa for his brutal regime. (African Biographics, 2021) Ethiopia like parts of the African continent remains divided in some areas, but unified in others. The problems within the African continent remain paradoxical and complex as Selassie commented over sixty years ago, his legacy lives on through the organisations he helped create and via the Rastafarian religion, but like all mortals, we must be aware and acknowledge the negatives of his reign. 
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