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A Political Icon

~

Haile Selassie: His Rise, His Fall is a biography of one of the mys-
terious icons of the twentieth century, who reigned absolutely more
years than any other ruler in our time.! The main argument follows
Haile Selassie’s greatest skill—how to read global situations and use
them to ensure Ethiopian independence as well as his own personal
advantage at home. The survival of Ethiopia, its territorial integrity,
and its opportunity to advance in the world were all dependent on
Haile Selassie, especially on his masterful ability to play the external-
internal game. The following chapters tell and analyze the multifac-
eted story of modern Ethiopia at home and in world affairs, while ex-
amining Haile Selassie as a human being, flesh and blood.

Haile Selassie was born Tafari Makonnen, the son of Ras Makon-
nen, a relative of Emperor Menelik 11 (1889-1913). Ras Makonnen
had been involved in nearly all affairs of the then thriving Christian
Ethiopian empire: the victory over Western imperialism (culminat-
ing in the March 1896 battle of Adwa against the Italians), territo-
rial expansion at the expense of local Muslims, and the cementing
of Ethiopian independence. Young Tafari grew up in the town of
Harar, his renowned father’s citadel. His mother died soon after his
birth, and his father was usually absent before dying when Tafari
was fourteen years old.

Fragile in body but iron willed, young Tafari found himself
swimming in a sea of palace intrigues in the capital of Addis Ababa.
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If his father had been a loyal number two in the kingdom, Tafari
sought to outdo his legacy. He would prove most manipulative at po-
litical combinations at home and in international affairs. He man-
aged to exploit World War I to dispose of Menelik’s official heir and
assume the title ras (literally, “head”) and successor of the new em-
press, Zawditu (1916-1930). In the 1920s Ras Tafari was tasked
with confronting the old guard of Menelik’s generation—older, ex-
perienced warlords, proud and self-assured—who strove to preserve
Ethiopia’s conservative feudal system. Ras Tafari opened Ethiopia to
the West and joined the League of Nations in 1923. He gradually
built a new layer of “Young Ethiopians,” better educated and loyal to
him. By the end of the decade, he was the only man left standing.
With the sudden and mysterious death of the empress in 1930, Tafari
was crowned Haile Selassie I. He was also proclaimed, as were all
previous emperors, a descendant of King Solomon and Queen of
Sheba. Like them, he became the “Lion of Judah.”

Haile Selassie I was a power-hungry ruler. He saw centraliza-
tion of his control as a way to ensure independence in facing for-
eign ambitions—mainly Italian. However, provincial rivalries, jeal-
ousies, and intrigues encouraged Mussolini’s aggression and
ultimately contributed to the breakout of the Second Italo-Ethiopian
War and Ethiopia’s consequent defeat. In 1936 the proud Lion of
Judah became a humiliated refugee. He traversed years in exile,
nearly forgotten in a little English town. Nevertheless, he managed
to snatch a moment of glory away from that misery. His speech at
the League of Nations, warning of what was to be expected from
appeasing aggressive dictators, earned him a place in world history.
In 1940, when Italy entered World War II on the side of Germany,
the British called upon the exiled king to organize guerrilla fighters
inside Ethiopia. The emperor returned and quickly rebuilt his
power. As the Italians had destroyed the old provincial nobility, he
became the undisputed ruler.

The following years saw Haile Selassie at his best as a reformer.
He introduced innovations in the service of his own power: modern
bureaucracy, renewed armed forces, new education system, and a
parliamentarian constitution (1955) that defined his full power in
Christian Ethiopian concepts. He also managed to release Ethiopia
from Britain’s sphere of influence and strengthened his country’s
connections to the United States. These steps helped him win the in-
ternational diplomatic battle for Eritrea and gradually annex the ex-
Italian colony to his empire. Subjugating the Eritreans to his abso-
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lutism and abolishing the rights they had obtained under the colo-
nialists would prove counterproductive to stabilizing his rule.

Meanwhile, Haile Selassie toured the globe, enjoying his prestige
as a symbol of the antifascist struggle. However, this time, winds of
change started blowing into his biblical kingdom. Pan-Arabism ener-
gized young Muslims in Eritrea, and students returning from the West
could hardly accept their political status as obedient subjects. In De-
cember 1960 his most trusted security men revolted, and he barely
managed to survive. Haile Selassie considered it a revolt of ungrate-
ful children, and it, along with a chain of disasters in his close family,
marked the beginning of old age, loneliness, and conservatism. Dur-
ing his remaining years in power, the emperor did little to change the
system and face Ethiopia’s growing challenges—its backward econ-
omy, feudal politics, resentful minorities, and corrupted elite. Para-
doxically, he developed education at all levels, as if preparing a new,
modern generation to take over after him. In foreign affairs he still
proved able to march with the times, changing his orientation from
the Western powers to Africa. The emancipating continent adopted
Haile Selassie as a father figure. In 1963 the Organization of African
Unity (OAU) was established in Addis Ababa as a permanent head-
quarters. The emperor continued to enjoy his international standing—
thriving on receptions and honors—while gradually sinking into old
age and allowing no meaningful progress in his own kingdom.

The Lion of Judah, in a way, lived indeed like a descendant of
King Solomon. According to Jewish tradition, King Solomon wrote
three of the Bible’s books. He is said to have composed the scroll
Song of Solomon when he was young, a book full of poetic energy.
In middle age he wrote the Book of Proverbs, full of wisdom. As an
old man, he wrote Ecclesiastes: “The words of the Preacher, the son
of David, king in Jerusalem. Vanity of Vanities, says the Preacher,
Vanity of Vanities, All is vanity. What advantage does man have in
all his work which he does under the sun?”?

This book considers the life of Haile Selassie in three parts:
Chapters 2 through 4 describe his early life; his midlife is covered in
Chapters 5 through 9; and Chapters 10 through 12 recount his endur-
ing hunger for power in contrast with his deterioration, culminating
in his brutal murder and humiliating end in a hidden grave.

Following his death, Haile Selassie remained a unique icon. He
was, and still is, even identified with a religion. In the 1920s, black
people in the Americas were redefining their self-awareness. One of
their prominent leaders, Marcus Garvey, had been quoted saying
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“Look to Africa, when a black king shall be crowned, for the day of
deliverance is at hand.” After Tafari was crowned in 1930, the
Rastafarian movement began.’® For millions of followers, Tafari’s
ascension to the crown was the realization of Garvey’s prophecy.
Thus, an international movement was born upon a triple foundation:
the expectation of redemption to all blacks; a set of spiritual, bibli-
cally based Christian-Ethiopian beliefs; and the concept of Haile
Selassie as a messiah, the reborn son of God. Haile Selassie, the
Rastafarians believe, would redeem the blacks and return them all
to Africa, the mother of humankind.

The Rastafari movement spread thanks to the world-famous
singer Bob Marley and to the magic of reggae music, as well as
through the bold cultural power of Rasta hair. Young people from all
over the world, from all backgrounds and colors, identified with the
urge for spiritual freedom expressed through Rastafari, and with the
iconic image of its messiah, Haile Selassie. In 1968 the Jamaican-
born Marley and his group transformed the famous song “Crying in
the Chapel,” a purifying Christian hymn (with over fifty different
versions, including one by Elvis Presley), into: “Haile Selassie is the
Chapel. . . . That man is the Angel, Our God, the King of Kings.”

While the myths and iconography of Haile Selassie merit study,
we shall study Haile Selassie as just a man: as a king who derived
power from the religious culture of Ethiopia, but who was ultimately
an earthly politician, and a meaningful historical figure with all
dimensions of strength and weakness.

Among Ethiopians Haile Selassie remained a controversial figure.
No discussion of their modern past can avoid him. As the years pass,
Ethiopia changes rapidly. New forces, emerging ethnic and religious
groups, new regimes, and new challenges provide ever-renewed per-
spectives. We shall confine ourselves here to just a sample. After
Time magazine published in 2011 a list of “Top 25 Political Icons”—
including Haile Selassie,’ dozens of responses were published on the
Tadias Online Magazine, including the following:¢

ANTONIO: His Majesty did a lot for Africa and for Ethiopia.
Though he was not perfect and made mistakes, we should
honor him and other African leaders for the good that they
accomplished. My hope is that Ethiopia and other African
countries do not forget their past in an ever increasingly
global community. Always remember who you are and pass
it on to the next generation.



A Political Icon

TerU LEB: We need to appreciate what we had and what we
have instead of always complaining and complaining and
complaining. Let us appreciate him for the good he did.
The bad has been elaborated for too long already.

ABDISA: He was the most outstanding leader in the modern
history of Ethiopia. . . . After him the great people of
Ethiopia are leaderless.

TSEHAL: Atse Haile Selassie did a lot for Ethiopia. He defi-
nitely could have done more. Let us not forget Ethiopia
had nothing when he came to power. It was dark age. It is
unfortunate that his life ended up with a tragedy.

YELMA SELESHI: The 1974 revolution swept away the monarchy
and the ruthless faux-capitalist system that had reduced the
masses to tenants whose fate was controlled by an archaic
ruling class. . . . But in many ways history has been kind to
the emperor because of the manner and dignity in which he
shouldered the unprovoked and brutal attack on his people
by a madman named Benito Mussolini. His speech before
the League of Nations, proudly and intentionally delivered
in Amharic, was as timeless as it was prophetic. I am no
fan of Haile Selassie but listening to that speech still gives
me chills. We must give credit where it is due.

DeGiTu: The longevity of his rule itself makes characterization
of his era very difficult. He had both progressive and stag-
nant periods during his reign. After all is said and done
though, his positive contributions far outweigh his nega-
tives. Of course he could have done much better than he
did. . . . His impact on the self-esteem and pride and identity
of Ethiopians and Africans is immeasurable. . . . And look
what we did to him and his loved ones. We insulted him, we
disgraced him, and finally we murdered him in cold blood
and threw his body in an unmarked grave. . . . We the mer-
ciless, we the vengeful, we do not have the most elementary
form of decency to name a single establishment after him in
the capital or anywhere else. A person who impacted the
country and the world so positively in all conceivable
spheres of our life is a nobody among us Ethiopians.

5
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Munit: Haile Selassie was in power for over 6 decades. . . .
No human being should be allowed to rule more than 10
years. That’s even way too much.

Haile Selassie remained an enigmatic curiosity, not only for Ethi-
opians. Opinions polarize, as shown in the following three examples.

The Italian journalist Oriana Fallaci, famous for her blunt lan-
guage, wrote after interviewing him in 1972, as he approached his
eightieth birthday:

Among today’s Italians, when discussing Haile Selassie, the sense of
guilt and shame is such that they react by seeing only his positive traits:
the merits of his past actions. His portrayals always brim with excessive
respect, unwarranted admiration and delusion. They go on and on about
his priestly composure, his regal dignity, his great intelligence. . . . They
never dare tell us if he was something more, or less, than a victim. For
example, that he was an old man hardened in principles which were
centuries out of date; that he was the absolute ruler of a nation which
has never heard the words rights and democracy . . . oppressed by
hunger, disease, ignorance and the squalor of a feudal regime which
even we [in Europe] did not experience during the darkest years of the
Medieval period. . . . He [Haile Selassie] never had the time, nor the
means, to live through the age when one learns to distinguish between
right and wrong. Raised among plots, intrigues and cruelty, he learned
to survive through cynicism and all his life was focused on the struggle
to conquer power and to hold onto it. He achieved this without any scru-
ples, often turning to methods which would have shocked the Borgias
and Machiavelli put together.”

The Polish journalist Ryszard Kapuscinski did more than any-
one else to engrave the memory of Haile Selassie in negative terms.
His best seller The Emperor, published in 1978, portrayed him as a
caricature of a demonic, old, and senile ruler. It is doubtful if Ka-
puscinski really studied relevant history and if he based his descrip-
tions on authentic evidences.® He accused the emperor of robbing
the poor: “The Emperor himself amassed the greatest riches. . . . He
and his people took millions from the state treasury amid cemeteries
full of people who had died of hunger, cemeteries visible from the
windows of the royal palace.”

Kapuscinski further wrote that Haile Selassie

ruled a country that knew only the cruelest methods of fighting for
power (or keeping it), in which free elections were replaced by poison
and the dagger, discussions by shooting and gallows. He was a prod-
uct of this tradition, and he himself fell back upon it. Yet at the same
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time he understood that there was an impossibility in it, that it was out
of touch with the new world. But he could not change the system that
kept him in power, and for him power came first.!?

Kapuscinski came from a communist dictatorship that he appar-
ently wanted to ridicule. He hardly understood Ethiopia—neither the
country’s religious-political culture nor its African and Eastern sen-
sibilities.!! Surely Kapuscinski did not study Haile Selassie prior to
the emperor’s last years. We are therefore better off relying upon the
words of Nelson Mandela, an equally iconic African figure, who first
met with Haile Selassie in 1962. Mandela wrote in his memoirs:

Ethiopia has always held a special place in my imagination, and the
prospect of visiting Ethiopia attracted me more than a trip to France,
England and America combined. I felt I would be visiting my own
genesis, unearthing the roots of what made me African. Meeting the
Emperor himself would be like shaking hands with history.'?

All studies of twentieth-century Ethiopia in one way or another
deal with Haile Selassie. The history I present is derived from a rich
collection of literature, books, and articles produced by my predeces-
sors and my colleagues—none was indifferent in presenting his/her
perspectives—as well as my own archival research. I do not claim to
do justice to Haile Selassie’s multidimensional and long history. My
only aim has been to understand one of the complex and enigmatic
personalities who sculpted today’s Ethiopia, and in doing so, became
one of the iconic symbols of the twentieth century.!

Notes
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