A Call for Action:
The OAU & Emperor Haile Selassie’s Rightful Place in History

By: Nebyat Aklilu

As Addis Ababa prepares for grand festivities, galas and events in celebration
of the 50t Anniversary of the establishment of the African Union (AU), formerly
known as the Organization of African Unity (OAU), on May 25, 2013, we, Africans,
and peoples of African descent, pay homage to the visionary leader of the OAU, His
Majesty Emperor Haile Selassie. We honor the “Father of Africa,” Emperor Haile
Selassie, for his visionary leadership and everlasting contributions to the freedom
and independence of Africa and African peoples, and for the key role he played in
establishing the OAU/AU.

We, Africans and peoples of African descent, appeal to the OAU/AU to build
and erect, center front of the OAU/AU building, a statue of Emperor Haile Selassie in
symbolic honor and respect for his unparalleled dedication, commitment and
contributions to African independence and unity, and to the establishment of the
Organization of African Unity.

[t is a well-known fact that prior to the establishment of the OAU/AU, a major
rift existed between African nations on how the concept of African Unity should be
implemented. This divide resulted in the establishment of two main separate
factions: The Monrovia and Casablanca groups. These two groups had opposing
philosophical beliefs regarding the implementation of African Unity. The Monrovia
and Casablanca groups also differed in opinion on the autonomy or scope of
authority that should be warranted to an organizing body tasked with the
responsibility of making the vision of African Unity come to fruition. As the
philosophical differences between these two groups in the late 50s and early 60s
continued to grow, the prospects of achieving African Unity appeared bleak.

It was not until after the relentless diplomatic efforts of the then Foreign
Minister, His Excellency Ketema Yifru, and under the visionary leadership of
Emperor Haile Selassie, that the Monrovia and Casablanca groups reconciled their
differences in Addis Ababa, culminating in the establishment of the OAU/AU on May
25, 1963. History can neither forget nor deny the riveting and compelling speech
made by the “Father of Africa,” Emperor Haile Selassie, who, in uniting the two
splinter groups by hosting the First Conference of African Heads of State, also
declared in his address:

“This Conference cannot close without adopting a single charter. We cannot
leave here without having created a single African organization possessed of
the attributes We have described. If We fail in this, we will have shirked our
responsibility to Africa and to the people we lead. If we succeed, then, and only
then, will we have justified our presence here.”

[t was this call of duty Emperor Haile Selassie bestowed upon African Heads of State,
many of whom were assembled out of the great admiration and respect they had for
him and the gallant history of Ethiopia, that a single unifying charter was drafted
and ratified enabling the vision of African Unity to become a reality.



It is an undeniable fact that Ethiopia and, particularly, Emperor Haile Selassie
played a pivotal role in the establishment of the OAU/AU more than fifty years ago.
In reflecting on the Ethiopian contribution to the creation of the OAU, Gwendolyn
Carter, in her book entitled, National Unity and Regionalism in Eight African States,
affirmed that “What Nasser or Nkrumah or the Casablanca or Monrovia... grouping
could not do, [Emperor] Haile Selassie accomplished with little difficulty.” Carter
further attests that during Emperor Haile Selassie’s era, “Ethiopia committed itself to
Africa...[and that] the Ethiopian government [was] an important spokesperson for
Africa not only in the United Nations, but also in diplomatic exchanges with the United
States and other countries.” This may also be said about the role Ethiopia and
Emperor Haile Selassie played on an international level as well.

As recorded in history, Ethiopia joined the League of Nations on September
28, 1923. This was seven years after Emperor Haile Selassie was appointed Ras, one
of the highest rankings in the Ethiopian nobility, and approximately forty years
prior to the establishment of the OAU. Emperor Haile Selassie’s conscientious
decision for Ethiopia to join the League of Nations, and the subsequent role Ethiopia
assumed in the UN representing not only itself, but the interest of Africa and
Africans as well, arguably served as the impetus towards the establishment of the
OAU, in which Emperor Haile Selassie undeniably played a formative and leading
role.

Emperor Haile Selassie was a firm believer in and strongly committed to the
principles of collective security and world peace. Despite being abandoned by the
League of Nations when Ethiopia was invaded by Fascist Italy in 1935, Emperor
Haile Selassie demonstrated his commitment to collective security when Ethiopia
was called for duty. In 1951, in support of the United Nation’s (UN) mission during
the Korean War, Emperor Haile Selassie sent over 3,000 Ethiopian troops, including
those from his own Imperial Guard, to fight as part of the American-led UN force
supporting South Korea. The Ethiopian troops gallantly fought as part of the US 7th
infantry division, at a time when the US military just started to become racially de-
segregated. The heroic Ethiopians fought in 253 battles, including the Battle of Pork
Chop Hill, against the communist North and its ally, China. Ethiopia was the only
country in which not one of its citizens was taken prisoner of war.

Emperor Haile Selassie demonstrated his unwavering commitment to the
principles of collective security and the independence of Africa and Africans in the
case of Congo as well. In an effort to liberate the Congolese from Belgian rule and
ensure the existence of a unified and independent Congo, Emperor Haile Selassie
sent 3,000 Ethiopian troops, constituting ten percent of Ethiopia’s military resource
at the time, to Congo from 1960-1964. The outcome resulted in the restoration of
independence, peace and stability including the prevention of Katanga's secession
from Congo. There is a section in Addis Ababa Stadium that was named in honor of
the Ethiopian patriots sent to Congo by Emperor Haile Selassie as part of the UN
peace - keeping force. That section to this day is known as Katanga and represents
the area where the Ethiopian troops sent to Katanga previously sat.

Ethiopia and Emperor Haile Selassie, in particular, played an instrumental
role in supporting liberation movements in Africa to ensure freedom, independence,
stability and lasting peace. The highly adorned freedom fighter and African leader,
former South African President, Nelson Mandela, confirms this assertion as well. In
his Autobiography, Long Walk to Freedom, President Mandela asserts the



significance of Ethiopia and Ethiopianism as the inspiration for his political party,
and the struggle for freedom in South Africa:

“[The] fundamental tenets of the Ethiopian movement were self-worth, self-
reliance and freedom. These tenets drew the advocates of Ethiopianism, like
a magnet, to the growing political movement. That political movement was to
culminate in the formation of the ANC in 1912. It is in this sense that the ANC
traces the seeds of the formation of our organization to the Ethiopian
Movement of the 1890s.”

Prior to the establishment of the OAU in 1962, Nelson Mandela met with Emperor
Haile Selassie, and explained the plight of South Africans under Apartheid rule.
During his time in exile, Nelson Mandela received military training in Ethiopia, and
was provided with a Bulgarian made handgun. He was also issued an Ethiopian
passport and given the chance to re-enter South Africa under an alias name and
Ethiopian identity to continue the struggle for freedom and independence.

In his Autobiography, Nelson Mandela stated, “Ethiopia always has a special
place in my imagination and the prospect of visiting Ethiopia attracted me more
strongly 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 an African.” As the
former President of the last African country to gain its independence from White
colonial rule, and Africa’s de-facto Spiritual leader, Nelson Mandela is unarguably
the most respected leader in Africa since Emperor Haile Selassie. As an African
leader of Nelson Mandela’s stature, morality and contributions, despite being
deserving of accolades and admiration in his own right, Nelson Mandela
demonstrates the utmost respect and deference to the “Father of Africa,” Emperor
Haile Selassie, and to Ethiopia as his spiritual homeland. The same sentiment about
Emperor Haile Selassie and the significance of Ethiopia expressed by Nelson
Mandela and countless others in the Black Political movement and beyond is also
shared by millions of Africans and peoples of African descent around the world.

There are many other examples that demonstrate why Emperor Haile
Selassie has been dubbed the “Father of Africa.” During the repatriation or back to
Africa movement, to his children of African descent that had been dispersed in
foreign lands, Emperor Haile Selassie, the “Father of Africa,” provided a spiritual
homeland. To his sons and daughters throughout Africa, Emperor Haile Selassie, the
“Father of Africa,” provided scholarships to the then Haile Selassie I University, now
known as Addis Ababa University, so that the dream of African Unity could be
realized.

In 1937, under the direction of the “Father of Africa,” Emperor Haile Selassie,
Dr. Melaku Bayen, an Ethiopian foreign-exchange student, established the Ethiopian
World Federation, Inc. (EWF) in Harlem, New York. The EWF was arguably the first
international organization encompassing of all peoples of African descent that
physically linked Africans and the Black Diaspora for a common purpose in Africa.
This organization galvanized African Americans to sign up and actually fight
alongside their Ethiopian brethren for Ethiopia’s independence against Fascist
aggressors. [t was an unprecedented event in history, the first of its kind, which
physically linked the struggle of African Americans and Africans towards collective
action.



If it has been established by history that Ethiopia, and, Emperor Haile
Selassie, in particular, played a key, formative and instrumental role in establishing
the OAU/AU, then why is it that Emperor Haile Selassie was denied the symbolic
honor of a statue in front of the newly built African Union building? Was this
intentional or indicative of a conscientious decision made by African Heads of State,
a particular committee, sub-committee or the idea of a select few? What was the
criteria and process for selecting the former President of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah,
another great African leader also deserving of recognition for his contributions to
the OAU? Did his selection rule out the possibility of a statue being built in honor of
Emperor Haile Selassie or for that matter other founding fathers of the OAU? What
was the rationale behind building a statue in the first place? We, Africans and
peoples of African descent, want to know the details.

More importantly, we Africans and peoples of African descent, with utmost
conviction compellingly call for a statue of Emperor Haile Selassie to be erected
center front of the OAU/AU building in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Emperor Haile
Selassie is more than deserving of this honor for his demonstrated vision and
leadership in establishing the OAU/AU, and for his everlasting contributions to the
freedom and independence of Africa and African peoples.

Let us all join hands in supporting this initiative and appeal to luminary
African Leaders, like-minded institutions of the world in general and the OAU and its
leadership in particular, to see to it that His Majesty, Emperor Haile Selassie’s statue
be erected and take its rightful place alongside President Nkrumabh, front and center
of the AU/OAU headquarters in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.

Please click the link below to sign SelassieStandUp.org’s petition:

http://www.change.org/petitions/the-african-union-au-build-statute-of-his-
majesty-haile-selassie-center-front-of-au-building

The author can be contacted at: SelassieStandup@gmail.com

For more information, please visit http: //www.SelassieStandUp.org




