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Prev i o us l y  wr i t t e n  by
 Pro fesso r  K i n f e  Ab r aham

 
 Eth i op i a n  thou  land  of  our  fathe rs

Thou  land  where  the  gods  loved  to  be,
As  storm  cloud  at  nigh t  sudden l y  gathe rs
Our  arm i es  come  rush i n g  to  thee.
We  must  in  the  f igh t  be  vic t o r i o us
When  swo r ds  are  thrus t  out wa r d  to  gleam.
F o r  us w i l l  t he v i c t o r y  be g l o r i o us
When  led  by  the  red,  blac k  and  green.

Gar ve y ’ s  A f r i c a n  Nat i o na l  An t hem  
 
The  Eth i op i a ns  charg i n g  on  thei r  unbr i d l ed  horses  up  from  all  sides….  W i t h  blood  curd l i n g  scream …,  a 

terr i f y i n g  commo t i o n …  a hur r i cane  broke  loose.  Cr ies  seemed  to  emanate  from  the  depths…  it  was  
A f r i ca  in  stark  black  savager y.

 
M i c he l i n i  in  Bard i   

 



The Significance of the Adowa Victory to Blacks
 
The  impo r t a n c e  of  the  Ad o w a  V i c t o r y  is  under l i n e d  in  the  above  two  excer p t s.   The  fi rs t  one  emphas ises  the  
blac k  att i t u de  towa r d  Eth i o p i a ns  and  the  second  the i r  hero i sm  at  the  Bat t l e  of  Ad o w a .
 
When  you  igno re  Ado w a  then  you  over l o o k  a cruc i a l  cogw hee l  of  black  histo r y  and  an  almos t  ind i spensab l e  
lub r i ca n t  of  the  pro t ra c te d  deco l o n i za t i o n  strug g l e.  The  pol i t i c a l  and  mi l i t a r y  under p i n n i n g s  of  Ad o w a  were  
man i f e s ted  in  the  evo l u t i o n  of  the  A f r i c a n  ant i-co l on i a l  strug g l e  and  the  cu l t u r a l  and  emot i o n a l  histo r y  of  
blac ks  the  wo r l d  over.  Its  impac t  on  the  blac k  diaspo ra  as  echoed  in  the  above  exce r p t s  was  for  instance  
wi desp r ead  in  the  A f r i c a n,  Car i b b ean  and  US  l i te ra r y  ci rc l es  of  the  post-Wo r l d  War  I  per i od  wh i c h  
cul m i n a t e d  in  the  rise  of  Har l em  as the  cu l t u r a l  med i na  of  the  B lac k  Wo r l d .
 
Bu t  the  sign i f i c a n ce  of  the  Ado w a  V i c t o r y  in  Pan-blac k  and  Pan-A f r i c a n  histo r i o g r a p h y  is  also  amp l i f i e d  by  
the  fact  that  it  occu r re d  at  the  time  it  did.   Com i n g  as  it  did  a li t t l e  over  a decade  afte r  Br i t a i n  sounded  the  
fi rs t  siren  of  a renewe d  col o n i a l  thrus t  into  A f r i c a  by  occup y i n g  Egyp t  in  1882;  it  was  to  resona te  the  fer v o r  
of  the  A rab- Egyp t i a n  nat i ona l i s m  of  A rab i a- Pasha  in  genu i ne  A f r i c a n  gusto  and  col o r s.
 
A  paramo u n t  sign i f i c a n c e  is  also  attached  to  the  Ado w a  vic t o r y  because  of  its  insp i r a t i o n a l  val ue  as  a  
mean i n g f u l  pre l u de  and  stim u l us  to  a budd i n g  A f r i c a n  ant i- co l on i a l  strugg l e  and  a burgeon i n g  Pan-A f r i c a n  
libera t o r y  moveme n t  of  ideas.   Natu r a l l y ,  pre faced  as  it  was  by  the  Genera l  Ac t  of  Ber l i n  ove r  the  scramb l e  
for  A f r i c a,  signed  in  Februa r y  of  1885,  it  is  also  venera ted  because  it  del i v e re d  a dec is i v e  body  blow  to  the  
col o n i a l  my t h  of  Euro pean  inv i n c i b i l i t y .   To  blac ks,  or  indeed  to  freedom  lov i n g  peop l es  of  al l  col o u r s,  this  
hera l de d  the  pr i zed  view  that  the  col o n i a l  enterp r i se  was  not  indom i t a b l e.
 
The  other  crow n i n g  glo r y  of  the  vic t o r y  of  Ado w a  comes  from  the  great  A f r i c a n  trad i t i o n  of  war  it  rev i v e d  
and  immo r t a l i z e d.  It  was  fough t  in  the  spi r i t  and  comm i t m e n t  of  true  ant i- col o n i a l  tra i l- blaze rs  such  as 
Shaka,  the  Zu l u  of  Sout h  A f r i c a  and  reve r be ra ted  in  the  mood  and  tempe r  of  the  ant i-co l on i a l  resistance  
began  hal f  a  centu r y  ear l i e r.  The  drama  of  genu i ne  A f r i c a n  figh t i n g  spi r i t  was  rep la yed  wi t h  even  greater  
cra f tsmansh i p  by  Ras  A l u l a,  the  near- legenda r y  Genera l  of  Empe r o r  Yohan nes  IV,  w i t h o u t  whose  ear l i e r  
dazz l i n g  vic t o r i es  the  Ad o w a  glo r y  wou l d  scarce l y  have  been  fathom ab l e.   Seen  aga i ns t  this  backd r o p,  
Ad o w a  was  a  natu ra l  cont i n u a t i o n  of  the  hero i c  A f r i c a n  her i tage  of  Shaka,  the  Zu l u  of  South  A f r i c a  and  
A l u l a.
 

The Role of Yohannes and Alula
 
The  hero i c  ach ie vem e n t s  of  Ras  A l u l a,  whom  some  histo r i ans  have  charac te r i z e d  as  the  most  br i l l i a n t  
genera l  in  the  anna ls  of  the  ant i-co l on i a l  strugg l e,  inc l u de  his  vic t o r i es  over  the  Ott oma n  Egyp t  at  Gunde t  on  
No vem b e r  16,  1875,  Gura  7-9 Mar c h  1876,  A y l e t  1  Februa r y.  1887,  Sannh i t  10  Oct.  1880;  and  aga i ns t  the  
Mah d i s t s  invade rs  at  Ku f i t  on  23  Septem be r  1885,  at  Gal l aba t  (Metemma)  8-1 1  Ma r c h  1889;  and  agai ns t  
col o n i a l  Ita l y  at  Sahat i  on  25  Januar y,  1887,  Doga l i  26  Januar y,  1887,  Am ba l a ge  7 Decem be r,  1889,  Ma ka l e  
7-18  Januar y,  1896  cul m i n a t i n g  at  Ado w a  on  1-2  Mar c h,  1896,  al l  of  wh i c h  w i t h  the  excep t i o n  of  Sahat i  
were  conc l u de d  wi t h  Eth i o p i a n  vic t o r i es.
 
 

The Evangelical Role of Colonialists
 
Fough t  in  a coun t r y  wh i c h  had  accep ted  the  Chr i s t i an  creed  long  befo re  the  col o n i z i n g  int ru de r s  did,  it  was  
to  prove  a  ver i tab l e  ant i- thes is  to  the  agenda  of  co l on i a l  evange l i s m  wi t h  wh i c h  Chr i s t i a n  Euro pe  tr ied  to  
just i f y  the  plunde r  and  co l on i z a t i o n  of  the  A f r i c a n  cont i ne n t.   Indeed,  wh i l e  sign i n g  the  Genera l  agree men t  
of  Ber l i n  in  1885,  the  eleven  Euro pean  nat i ons  (incl ud i n g  Great  Br i t a i n,  German y ,  Aus t r i a,  Be l g i u m ,  
Denma r k ,  Spai n,  France,  Ita l y ,  Ho l l a n d,  Por t uga l ,  and  Sweden  and  two  non-Euro pean  ones)– had  “solem n l y  
proc l a i m e d ”  just  to  do  that.
 

Effect of Adowa on African Americans 
 



There  were  many  val i d  reasons  wh i c h  gave  resonan ce  to  the  Ad o w a  vic t o r y  in  many  par ts  of  the  wo r l d  such  
as  the  Car i b bean  and  the  US.   For  instance,  al tho ug h  blacks  in  the  US  were  emanc i p a te d  by  law  in  1863,  
soc ia l  and  even  lega l  rac ism  were  a  br is k  real i t y  throug h o u t  the  recons t r u c t i o n  per i o d  wh i c h  extended  to  
1890  and  even  much  later  in  the  20 th Cent u r y .   In  fac t  it  was  not  unt i l  1963  when  the  proud  and  courageo us  
A f r i c a n- Ame r i c a n  woman  M rs.  Rosa  Parks  boarded  a  segrega ted  bus  and  took  her  seat  in  the  sect i o n  
reser ved  for  wh i t es  that  the  issue  of  rac ism  rece i ve d  wi de  nat i o na l  atten t i o n  under  the  leade rsh i p  of  Dr.  
Ma r t i n  Lu t he r  K i n g.
 
Bu t  even  much  ear l i e r,  desp i te  the  A t l a n t i c  ri f t  wh i c h  separa ted  A f r i c a  from  the  Ame r i c as  and  the  relat i v e  
in f req uen c y  of  trave l  in  those  days,  Eth i o p i a,  in  genera l ,  and  the  Ad o w a  vic t o r y ,  in  par t i c u l a r ,  were  not  
qu i x o t i c  names  of  distan t  cur i os i t y  to  the  blac k  diaspo r a.  Eth i o p i a n  independen ce  and  the  glo r y  of  the  
vic t o r y  of  a black  nat i on  over  a met r o p o l i t a n  powe r  was  for  instance  invo k e d  in  the  poet r y  of  Paul  Lau re n ce  
Dunba r  (1872-1906)  who  was  one  of  a  few  pub l i s hed  blac ks  in  the  immed i a t e  Post-Ado w a  per i od.   
Dunba r ’ s  celeb ra ted  poem   “Ode  to  Eth i o p i a”  is  in f o r m e d  wi t h  a  histo r i c a l  memo r y  of  black  glo r y  and  
traged y  wh i c h  Eth i o p i a  symbo l i z e d  in  the  immed i a t e  Post– A d o w a  per i o d.   He  wro te:
 

Oh  Mas te r  race! To  thee  I  br i ng
Th is  pledges  of  fai t h   
Unswe r v i n g  
This  tribu te  to  thy  glor y
I  kno w  the  pangs  thou  dids t  feel  
When  slave r y  crushed  thee  wi t h  its  heel
W i t h  the  dear  blood  al l  glo r y

 
The Message of Adowa

 
The  Ad o w a  vic t o r y  was  also  seen  as  the  epi t ome  of  A f r i c a n  m i l i t a n c y ,  hard i h o o d  and  hero i sm.   Thus  
nosta l g i c a l l y  mus i n g  ove r  the  hero i c  A f r i c a n  past  of  resi l i e n ce  and  “manho o d,”  the  Jama i ca– bo r n  US  poet,  
Claude  Mc K a y ,  had  composed  a  m i l i t a n t  li te ra r y  maste r- piece  cal l ed  “I f  We  Mus t  D ie”  in  the  immed i a t e  
Post-Ado w a  vic t o r y  per i o d.  
 

I f  we  must  die,  O  let  it  not  be  li ke  hogs
Hun t e d  and  penned  in  an  ing l o r i o us  spot,
Wh i l e  round  us  bark  the  mad  and  hung r y  dogs,
Ma k i n g  thei r  moc k  at  our  accu rsed  lot.
I f  we  must  die,  let  us  nob l y  die,  
So  that  our  prec i o us  blood  may  not  be  shed  in  vai n:
Then  even  the  mons te r s  we  def y.
Sha l l  be  const ra i ne d  to  hono r  us  though  dead.
O  K i nsm en!  We  must  meet  the  comm o n  foe!
Thoug h  far  outnum be r e d  let  us  show  us  brave,
An d  for  thei r  thousand  blo ws  dea l  one  deathb l o w!
Wha t  though  befo re  us  l ies  the  open  grave?
L i k e  men  we’ l l  face  the  mur de r o u s,  cowa r d l y  pack,
Pressed  to  the  wa l l ,  dy i n g,  but  figh t i n g  back!

 
The  fi gh t i n g  spi r i t  echoed  in  the  gal l an t  rhy t h m  of  Claude  M c K a y  emu l a ted  the  Ado w a  vic t o r y ,  name l y  that  
brave  peop l e  die  once  whe t he r  in  defeat  or  glo r y  –  but  al l  the  same  f igh t i n g  for  thei r  pr i de,  nat i ona l  wo r t h  
and  for  the  inv i o l a b i l i t y  of  thei r  integ r i t y .   The  sel f-same  message  is  echoed  in  anot he r  poem  by  Mc K a y  
ent i t l e d  “To  my  Wh i t e  Fr iends,”5  clear l y  evok i n g  the  hero i c  exp l o i t s  of  Ado w a.
Th is  mood  was  echoed  even  in  the  pro tes t  cont r i b u t i o n s  of  less  rad i ca l  poets  l i ke  Coun t e  Cu l l e n  and  Jean  
Toome r  whose  poet r y  was  imbued  wi t h  a  reta l i a t o r y  and  vi nd i c t i v e  tempe r  wh i c h  echoed  the  spi r i t  of  the  
Ad o w a  vic t o r y .

 
Some  man  contem p t u o u s  of  my  race... 
W i l l  str i k e  me  down  for  being  black  



But  when  I  answe r  I’ l l  pay  back  
The  late  revenge  long  ove r d ue
A  thousand  of  my  kind  and  hue.

 
Wr i t i n g  decades  later  when  the  Ita l i ans  made  the i r  vende t t a  comebac k  in  1935,  the  Ame r i c a n  Dean  of  
Let t e rs,  Langs t o n  Hug hes,  also  ma i n ta i ne d  the  endu r i n g  iden t i f i c a t i o n  and  lin k  of  the  blac k  diaspo ra  w i t h  
Eth i o p i a  in  anothe r  memo r a b l e  poem  ent i t l e d  “Broad cas t  over  Eth i o p i a”  wh i c h  reads:
 

The  l i t t l e  fox  is  sti l l .
The  dogs  of  war  have  made  the i r  ki l l
Add is  Ababa
Ac r oss  the  head l i nes  al l  year  long.  
Eth i o p i a  – 
Trag i- song  for  the  news  reels.
Ha i l e
W i t h  his  slaves,  his  dusk y  w i l es,  
H is  second- hand  planes  l i ke  a chi l d ’ s
Bu t  he  has  no  gas—so  he  canno t  last.
Poo r  l i t t l e  joke r  w i t h  no  poison  gas!
Thus  his  peop l e  now  may  learn  
Ho w  I  Duce  makes  but te r  from  
An  empt y  chu r n  
To  but te r  the  bread  
(If  bread  there  be)
Of  civ i l i z a t i o n ’ s  m ise r y.

 
The  Gl o r i f i c a t i o n  of  Eth i o p i a  in  A f r i c a n- Ame r i c a n  L i t e ra t u r e  Because  of  Ad o w a

 
In  the  decades  fo l l o w i n g  the  Ad o w a  vic t o r y ,  Eth i o p i a  was  also  an  objec t  of  interes t  for  the  blac k  li te ra t i  who  
drew  on  its  ant i qua ted  histo r y .   In  the  fo l l o w i n g  lines  taken  from  Coun t  Cu l l e n ’ s  celeb ra ted  poem  
“Her i t a ge”,  for  instance,  the  poet  focuses  on  the  ma jes t y  of  the  black  woman  who,  in  spi te  of  the  moc ke r y  of  
wh i t e  fo l k,  wa l k s  in  rega l  dign i t y  wear i n g  a red  hat  wh i c h  maked  her  shine  aga i ns t  the  blac k  back g r o u n d :
 

She  wen t  to  buy  a brand  new  hat,  
An d  she  was  ugl y  black  and  fat:
“Th is  red  becomes  you  we l l ,”  they  said,
An d  perched  it  high  upon  her  head,
And  they  laughed  behind  her  back
To  see  it  glow  against  the  black.
She  paid  for  it  wi th  regal  mien  and  
wal ked  out  proud  as any  queen.

 
It  is  inte res t i n g  to  obser ve  that  Cu l l e n  lends  rega l  aura  to  blac k  wome n  in  severa l  poems  in  an  attemp t  to  
eleva te  the i r  status.  Th i s  plo y  is  also  evi den t  in  Hug hes,  Mc K a y  and  other  poets  of  the  Rena i ssance  insp i r ed  
by  Ma r c us  Gar ve y ’ s  ideo l o g y ,  wh i c h  cap i ta l i z e d  on  blac k  beaut y,  and  sagas  l i ke  that  of  Ad o w a.   For  
instance,  Cu l l e n  was  know l e d g ea b l e  in  black  histo r y .   He  knew  not  on l y  of  the  legenda r y  Queen  of  Sheba  
but  also  of  mode r n  black  mona r c hs  and  dign i t a r i es  such  as  Toussa i n t  L’O v e r t u r e  who  was  a  gove r n o r-
genera l,  Dessa l i nes  who  was  an  empe ro r  and  Chr i s t o p he r ,  the  K i n g  of  Ha i t i .   In  genera l,  howe ve r,  it  is  the  
blac k  woman  who  was  chosen  as  an  appro pr ia te  rega l  symbo l .   Thus,  in  the  lines  from  ‘Her i t age ’  quo ted  
above,  the  A f r i c a n  woma n  is  descr i be d  as  ‘rega l ’.  L i ke w i s e  the  Eth i o p i a n  Queen  Sheba  is  men t i o n ed,  in  
anot he r  poem  cal l ed  “Blac k  Ma j es t y”,  thus:  

Lo,  ‘I  am  black  but  come l y , ’  Sheba  sings  
‘And  we  are  blac k, ’  the  shades  rep l y,  ‘but  K i n g s ’

 
These  l ines  under l i n e  the  blac k  quest  for  ancest ra l  her i tage  such  as that  of  Queen  Sheba  and  for  sagas  of  fu l l  
blac k  human i t y  such  as that  of  Ad o w a.



 
The Political Impact of Adowa on Blacks

 
The  pol i t i c a l  impac t  of  the  Ado w a  wh i c h  was  exp ressed  by  blacks  decades  afte r  the  vic t o r y  is  equa l l y  
wo r t h y  of  note.   For  instance,  when  the  prom i n e n t  black  nat i ona l i s t  Ma r c u s  Gar ve y  star ted  his  A f r o- Cent r i c  
"Bac k  to  A f r i c a"  Mo v em e n t  in  19 14  in  Jama i ca  and  in  1917  in  Har l em  (New  Yo r k)  his  mot t o  of  "One  A i m,  
one  God  and  one  Dest i n y "  for  al l  blac ks  refer red  to  an  Ad o w a  type  of  A f r i c a n  libera t i o n  and  the  
estab l i s hm e n t  of  Blac k  Suprema c y.
 

Adowa Boosted Garveyism
 
The  co l ou rs  of  Gar ve y ’ s  Un i v e r sa l  Neg r o  Imp r o v e m e n t  Assoc i a t i o n  (UNI A)  (red,  black  and  green)  were  
also  of  great  symbo l i c  sign i f i c a n ce  for  A f r i c a.   Red  stood  for  the  blood  of  the  black  peop l e,  black  
represen ted  the  ski n  of  race,  wh i l e  green  represen ted  the  green  fie l ds  of  A f r i c a.   The  red  blood  of  the  
un i ve rsa l  black  man,  Gar ve y  said,  shal l  be  shed  to  redeem  the  green  f ie l ds  of  A f r i c a  for  the  A f r i c a n  peop l es  
of  the  wo r l d ,  those  at  home  and  abroad.   Late r,  these  col o r s  were  adop ted  in  the  nat i o na l  f lags  of  Ken ya  and  
An g o l a.   Ma r c us  Gar ve y  also  condem ne d  Euro pean  oppress i o n,  the  f ina l  di v i s i o n  of  A f r i c a  of  1885  and  the  
harsh  rac ia l  discr i m i n a t i o n  of  blac ks  in  Ame r i c a.  Gar ve y  rem i n ded  his  aud iences  that  they  had  been  taken  
away  by  force  from  thei r  nat i ve  land  as  capt i v es,  and  founded  the  B lac k  Star  L i ne  to  transpo r t  his  black  
bro the rs  back  to  A f r i c a.
 
Gar ve y  had  also  made  prophe t i c  statemen t s  wh i c h  foreshado w e d  the  A f r i c a n  l ibe ra t i o n .  In  1929,  in  
K i n gs t o n,  he  spoke  "Loo k  to  A f r i c a  for  crow n i n g  of  a blac k  ki ng.   He  shal l  be  the  redeeme r."  The  fo l l o w i n g  
year,  the  Emp ress  of  Eth i o p i a  died  and  Pr i n ce  Ras  Ta fa r i  ascended  the  throne,  rece i v i n g  the  name  Ha i l e  
Selass ie  I,  the  Empe r o r  of  Eth i o p i a,  the  K i n g  of  K i n gs  and  the  225 th ru le r  descended  from  K i n g  Solom o n  
and  the  Queen  of  Sheba.
 
Late r,  the  Jama i cans  fel t  Gar ve y ’ s  prophe c y  had  come  true,  and  also  refe r red  to  the  Boo k  of  Reve l a t i o n  in  
the  B i b l e  (Chapte r  19,  Verse  16), wh i c h  tel ls  abou t  the  Second  Com i n g  of  the  Sav i o u r .  In  other  wo r ds,  
Empe r o r  Ha i l e  Selass ie  became  the  blac k  man’s  mess iah,  the  Second  Com i n g  of  God,  Jah  Ras  Ta fa r i .  Th i s  
also  became  the  basis  for  the  Ras  Ta fa r i a n  moveme n t  wh i c h  sti l l  uses  the  Eth i o p i a n  flag  as its  symbo l .   The  
chi l d r e n  of  God  are  Eth i o p i a ns,  and  the  Rasta  co l o rs  became  the  red,  go l d  and  green  col o u r s  of  the  Eth i o p i a n  
flag.
 
Lar ge l y  because  of  the  in f l ue n ce  of  Ma r c u s  Gar ve y ,  the  A f r i c a n  independen ce  strug g l e  was  also  gi ven  the  
back i n g  of  the  black  diaspo ra.   In  the  Un i t ed  States,  A f r o- Ame r i c a ns,  li ke  the  blac k  poet  Langs t o n  Hughes  
had  begun  to  chant  of  A f r i c a  and  its  great  heroes:
 

A f r i c a,
Sleep y  giant,
Yo u ’ v e  been  rest i n g  awh i l e.
No w  I  see  the  thunde r  
An d  I  see  the  ligh t n i n g  
In  you r  smi l e.

 
The  sent imen t  among  the  true  Gar ve y i t es  was  even  stronge r  as  expressed  in  the  "Af r i can  Nat i o na l  An t hem"  

quoted  in  part  in  the  open i ng  page  of  this  chapter.
 

Eth i o p i a,  the  tyran t ’ s  fal l i n g,
Who  smote  thee  upon  thy  knees,
An d  the  ch i l d r e n  are  lust i l y  cal l i n g  
From  over  the  distan t  seas.
Jeho vah,  the  Great  One  has  heard  us,
Has  noted  our  sighs  and  our  tears,
W i t h  H i s  Spi r i t  of  Lo ve  has  sti r red  us  
To  be  one  through  the  com i n g  years.



 
The  Gar ve y i t e  view  of  blac k  "val o u r"  is  also  unm i s t a k ab l e  in  the  fo l l o w i n g  l ines:
 

Th i n k  you  I  am  not  fiend  and  savage  too?
Th i n k  you  I  cou l d  not  arm  me  wi t h  a gun  
An d  shoo t  down  ten  of  you  for  ever y  one
Of  my  black  bro the rs  mur de r e d,  burn t  by  you?
Be  not  dece i ve d,  for  ever y  deed  you  do  
I  cou l d  match- out-match:  am  I  not  A f r i c a ’ s  son
Blac k  of  that  black  land  where  black  deeds  are  done?

 
The Effect of Militancy on Whites

 
The  m i l i t a n t  blac k  asser t i v e ness  insp i r ed  by  Shaka,  A l u l a,  Gar ve y  and  othe r  blac k  heroes  did  not  pass  
w i t h o u t  produ c i n g  the  desi red  reac t i o n  among  we l l- mean i n g  and  cr i t i ca l  wh i t es  eithe r.   For  instance,  Oswa l d  
Speng l e r  has  succ i n c t l y  summed  up  the  typ i ca l  w i desp r ead  wh i t e  reac t i o n  of  the  per i od  stat i n g:
 

Once  they  feared  the  wh i t e  man;  now  they  desp ise  him.  Our  judgemen t  stands  wr i t t en  in  thei r  
eyes…  Once  they  were  fi l l e d  w i t h  ter ro r  at  our  powe r …  Toda y,  when  they  are  themse l ves  a powe r,  
thei r  mys te r i o u s  sou l  –  wh i c h  we  shal l  neve r  unders tan d  – rises  up  and  loo ks  down  upon  the  wh i t es  
as on  a thi ng  of  yester da y  …  At  this  po i n t  advanc i n g  histo r y  towe rs  high  over  econom i c  dist ress  and  
interna l  po l i t i c a l  idea ls.   The  elemen t a l  for ces  of  l i fe  are  themse l v es  enter i n g  the  f igh t,  wh i c h  is  for  
al l  or  noth i n g.

 
 
As  can  be  discer ned  from  the  verses  quoted  ear l i e r,  the  ripp l es  of  the  Gar ve y i t e  mamm o t h  pro je c t  had  also  
insp i r ed  blacks  of  al l  wa l k s  of  l i fe  inc l u d i n g  the  budd i n g  black  li te ra t i  who  strong l y  echoed  the  def i an t  mood  
of  the  per i od  throug h  the i r  pen  wh i c h  served  as a cu l t u r a l  swo r d.
 
In te res t i n g l y  enough,  too,  in  much  the  same  way  as  Gar ve y  became  a foun t a i n  of  black  insp i r a t i o n  to  the  
blac k  li te ra t i  of  the  Har l em  Rena issance,  he  himse l f  was  also  great l y  shaped  by  sagas  of  black  hero i c  
encoun t e r  w i t h  wh i t es  as  the  one  consumm a t e d  at  Ad o w a.  One  consequen ce  of  the  above  was  the  
reso l u t eness  of  the  l i te ra r y  disc i p l es  of  Har l em.   For  instance,  Mc K a y  was  conv i n c e d  that  the  strug g l e  for  the  
libera t i o n  of  the  race  ough t  to  cont i n u e  at  the  same  tempo  as  the  hat red  fel t  by  the  oppressed.   The  blac k  
strugg l e  was  thus  symbo l i z e d  by  a  hot  furnace  in  wh i c h  one  f lame  con f r o n t s  anothe r,  equa l l y  host i l e  and  
ant i t he t i c a l  one.   Th i s  was  also  the  cent ra l  message  of  the  poems  'Bapt i s m '  in  wh i c h  hatred  inst i ga ted  by  
hatred  acqu i res  a regene ra t i v e  force  and  of  other  poems  such  as "The  Wh i t e  Ci t y."
 

In to  the  fur nace  let  me  go  alone;  
Stay  you  wi t h o u t  in  terro r  of  the  heat.
I  w i l l  go  naked  in— f o r  thus  it  is  sweet  –
In to  the  we i r d  depths  of  the  hot tes t  zone.
I  w i l l  not  qu i ve r  in  the  fra i l es t  bone,  
Yo u  wi l l  not  note  a fl i c k e r  of  defeat.

 
In  the  poem  'The  Wh i te  Ci t y ',  he  refers  to  the  black  man  as a skeleton,  a shel l  who  resides  in  the  hel l  of  a wh i t e  
ci ty  wh i c h  is  pro jec ted  as an  infer no:
 

I  w i l l  not  toy  w i t h  it  nor  bend  an  inch.
Deep  in  the  secret  chambe r s  of  my  hear t
 
I  must  my  li fe- long  hate,  and  wi t h o u t  f l i n c h
I  bear  it  nob l y  as I  li ve  my  part.
M y  being  wou l d  be  a skele to n,  a shel l ,
I f  th is  dar k  Passi on  that  f i l l s  my  ever y  mood,
An d  makes  my  heaven  in  the  wh i t e  wo r l d ’ s  hel l ,



Di d  not  fore ve r  feed  me  vi ta l  blood.
 
The  same  determ i na t i o n  to  figh t  is  expressed  in  the  fol l o w i n g  lines:
 

…  as  a rebe l  fron ts  a ki ng  in  state,
I  stand  wi t h i n  her  wa l l s  w i t h  out  a shred  of  terro r.

 
Mc K a y  does  not  speak  onl y  on  beha l f  of  those  blacks  of  his  generat i o n  but  also  on  those  who  died  in  the  
chains  of  slaver y  and  serfdom.   The  time  had  come  to  avenge  them,  even  if  that  meant  more  sacr i f i c e:  
 

…  I  am  bound  wi t h  you  in  you r  mean  graves,  
Oh  black  men,  simp l e  slaves  of  ruth l ess  slaves.

 
The Significance of the Mettema Victory

 
Desp i t e  the  passi ng  away  of  Yohan nes,  one  pos i t i v e  consequen ce  of  his  vic t o r y  over  the  Mah d i s t  was  that  it  
pla yed  a dec is i v e  role  by  hum i l i a t i n g  the  invade rs  whose  inter f e r en ce  in  the  wake  of  the  Ado w a  Bat t l e  cou l d  
have  caused  great  damage  by  weaken i n g  Eth i o p i a ' s  capac i t y  to  resis t  the  Ita l i an  aggress i o n.   Thus,  as 
Getache w  Me kasha  qui te  righ t l y  obser ves  in  a recent  art i c l e,  Empe r o r  M i n i l i k  was  “par t i c u l a r l y  luck i l y  to  
come  afte r  his  il l us t r i o us  immed i a t e  predecesso rs,  Empe r o r  Tew o d r o s  and  Empe r o r  Yo ha n nes  IV,  who  
prepa red  the  ground  wo r k  for  him."  Fur t he r,  as he  righ t l y  adds,  “Eth i o p i a,  though  a powe r f u l  state  in  anc ien t  
and  med ie va l  times,  was  weakened  by  the  era  of  the  Mesa f i n t  or  the  baron i a l  per i o d."
 
Sim i l a r l y ,  afte r  Massawa  was  bough t  by  an  Ita l i an  compan y  from  Egyp t  and  open l y  taken  over  by  the  Ita l i an  
gove r n m e n t  in  187 1,  the  Sout h- ward  thrus t  of  the  Ita l i an  arm y  was  brough t  to  a speed y  hal t  by  Yohan nes'  
brave  genera l ,  Ras  A l u l a,  at  Doga l i  in   1887.  Yo ha n nes  had  also  tr ied  to  reco ve r  Saat i  in  1889,  but  he  had  to  
postpone  the  plan  to  attend  to  mo re  press i ng  threat  of  the  Mah d i s t  invas i o n  of  Gonda r.  No t  surp r i s ing l y,  
there f o r e,  when  Empe r o r  M i n i l i k  was  proc l a i m e d  Empe r o r  afte r  the  death  of  Yohan nes  in  1889,  iron i ca l l y  
but  not  surp r i s i n g l y ,  it  was  the  Ita l i ans  who  f i rs t  greeted  him  as an  al l y.   Bu t  the  Ita l i ans  sigh  of  rel i e f  on  the  
death  of  Yo han nes  was  dest i ned  not  to  endure.   
 
The  aim  of  the  Ita l i an  conn i v a n c e  was  to  unve i l  itse l f  mo re  subt l y  in  the  Wuc ha l e  Treat y  of  Novem be r  1884  
throug h  wh i c h  Ita l y  tr ied  to  turn  Eth i o p i a  into  a pro tec t o r a t e.  Bu t  emper o r  M i n i l i k ,  who  was  no  less  jeal ous  
abou t  Eth i o p i a ’ s  sove re i g n t y  than  his  predecesso r,  denoun ced  the  who l e  treat y  in  Septem be r  1893  tel l i n g  the  
Euro pean  powe r s  that  he  did  not  need  a pro tec t o r.  That  ef fec t i v e l y  set  the  scene  for  the  Bat t l e  of  Ado w a  in  
wh i c h  Eth i o p i a  under  M i n i l i k  and  great  genera l s  l i ke  A l u l a  gave  the  Ita l i ans  a lesson  wh i c h  they  were  not  to  
for ge t  unt i l  the i r  vende t t a  retur n  of  1935.
 

Other Factors which Underline the Adowa Victory
 
Wha t  len t  greater  sign i f i c a n c e  to  the  Bat t l e  of  Ado w a  was  not  so  much  the  immed i a t e  glamou r  of  the  vic t o r y  
itsel f  as the  large r  histo r i c a l  conte x t  in  wh i c h  the  drama  was  played.   Thus  as we  obser ved  in  ear l i e r  al l us i o n,  
the  Bat t l e  of  Ad o w a  was  a  cont i n ua t i o n  of  pro t rac ted  col o n i a l  quest  by  fore i g n  powe r s  inc l u d i n g  the  
Ott oma ns,  Egyp t i a ns  and  Euro peans.
 
Ad o w a  was  also  the  venue  of  the  sign i n g  of  the  Ado w a  or  (Hiwe t t)  Treat y,  a  tr i pa r t i t e  agreemen t  singed  
between  the  Eth i o p i a n  Empe r o r  Yohan nes  IV,  Queen  V i c t o r i a  and  Khed i v e  Tew f i q  of  Egyp t  wh i c h  was  sti l l  
unde r  Br i t i s h  rule.
 
Unde r  this  agreemen t,  the  Eth i o p i a n  arm y  under  the  comman d  of  Ras  A l u l a  had  advanced  into  the  Sudan  
and  rescued  the  Br i t i s h  gar r i so ns  and  other  besieged  peop l e  vi r t ua l l y  pav i n g  the  death  tr ia l  of  Yohan nes  by  
ign i t i n g  a legacy  of  a wra t h  of  host i l i t y  in  the  Mah d i s t s  wh i c h,  desp i te  his  vic t o r y  over  them,  was  to  cost  him  
his  li fe.
 
The  Ado w a  vic t o r y  looms  even  greater  than  l i fe  viewe d  in  the  conte x t  of  the  col o n i a l  drama  of  the  scram b l e  
for  A f r i c a.   Part i c u l a r l y  wo r t h y  of  note  in  this  contex t  is  that  Br i t a i n  is  as much  to  blame,  i f  not  more,  for  the  



Bat t l e  of  Ado w a  as  the  Ita l i ans  are  for  two  reasons.  Fi rs t,  because  Br i t a i n  comm i t t e d  a  ser ious  breach  of  
fai t h  by  not  respec t i n g  the  Ad o w a  or  H i w e t t  Treat y  wh i c h  was  to  be  hono re d  by  the  "hei rs  and  successo rs"  
of  the  signat o r i es  but  wh i c h  bare l y  lasted  a  year.   Bu t  in  some  measure  the  bet ra ya l  of  the  Br i t i s h  was  
matched  by  the  gul l i b i l i t y  of  Empe r o r  Yohan nes  who  desp i te  many  signa l s  of  bad  fai t h  by  the  Br i t i s h  was  
mos t  reluc tan t  not  to  coun t  on  the i r  hel p.   Thus  empe ro r  Yohan nes  was  const ra i ne d  by  two  facto r s  – lack  of  
a fo l l o w- up  of  his  vic t o r i es  large l y  due  to  log i s t i c  const ra i n t s  and  second l y  due  to  misp l a ced  con f i de n c e  in  
the  Br i t i s h.   Bah r u  Zewde  con f i r m s  this  view  belo w:  
 

Star t i n g  the  second  facto r  appears  to  have  been  Yo han nes ’ s  exagge ra ted  respec t  for  the  Br i t i s h.  Th is  
had  been  the  case  from  the  days  of  the  Nap i e r  exped i t i o n  when  Yohan nes,  then  Bezb i z  Kassa,  came  
out  w i t h  the  arms  that  assured  him  the  throne.   Hence  the  ser ies  of  lette rs  that  he  addressed  to  Queen  
V i c t o r i a  comp l a i n i n g  abou t  fi rs t  Egyp t i a n,  then  Ita l i an  encroachm e n t .   It  took  him  over  a decade  to  
real i ze  the  per f i d i o u s  role  of  the  Br i t i s h.   A f t e r  the  Ita l i ans  had  occup i e d  Massawa  wi t h  the  
conn i v a n c e  of  the  Br i t i s h,  he  wro te  to  M i n i l i k  a bi t te r  let te r  comp l a i n i n g  that  “th is  is  al l  the  wo r k  of  
the  Eng l i s h”.   Even  this,  compa re d  to  the  vehemen t  language  that  he  reser ve d  for  the  Ita l i ans,  was  
an  exp ress i o n  more  of  despa i r  than  of  anger.

 
The  Ado w a  or  H i w e t t  Treat y  was  dest i ned  to  be  sti l l- born  in  inten t  and  spi r i t  because  the  Br i t i s h  righ t  from  
the  outse t  were  keen  on  whe t t i n g  the  co l on i a l  amb i t i o n  of  the  budd i n g  Ita l i an  state  wh i c h  was  conso l i da te d  
some  15  years  ear l i e r  in  a bid  to  hal t  French  co l on i a l  expans i o n  in  the  Red  sea  and  Ind i an  ocean  areas.   A.  B.  
W i l d e,  a Br i t i s h  vice  consu l  for  Red  Sea  area  at  the  time,  has  summed  the  conn i v a n c e  of  the  Br i t i s h  stat i ng  
"look  at  our  behav i o r  from  any  poi n t  of  view,  it  w i l l  not  show  one  ray  of  honest y …  Eng l an d  made  use  of  
king  (Empero r) Yo han nes  for  as long  he  was  of  any  serv i ce  and  then  threw  him  to  the  tende r  merc i es  of  Ita l y  
who  wen t  to  Massawa  under  our  ausp i ces."   He  wen t  on  "this  fac t  is  not  know n  to  the  Br i t i s h  pub l i c,  I  w i sh  
it  was  not  true  for  our  cred i t ’ s  sake,  but  un f o r t u n a t e l y  it  is;  and  it  reads  li ke  one  of  the  vi l es t  bi ts  of  treache r y  
that  has  been  perpe t ra ted  in  A f r i c a  or  Ind i a  in  the  18 th centu r y ."
 
A.B.  W i l d e ’ s  bru ta l l y  cand i d  statemen t  may  have  a  somew ha t  redeem i n g  ef fec t  on  the  Br i t i s h  col o n i a l  
consc i en ce,  but  wha t  makes  it  even  more  sign i f i c a n t  is  that  it  eleva tes  the  encoun t e r  w i t h  col o n i a l i s m  at  
Ad o w a  to  a much  highe r  plane  in  A f r i c a n  and  co l on i a l  histo r i o g r a p h y .
 

Factors which Contributed to the Battle of Adowa
 
At  the  hear t  of  the  above  di l em m a  was  the  basic  f law  of  the  raci s t  ideo l o g y  of  col o n i a l i s m  wh i c h  was  
pred i ca ted  on  the  in fe r i o r i z a t i o n  and  den i g ra t i o n  of  al l  non-wh i t e  peop l es.   Th is  basic  tenet  of  the  col o n i a l  
enterp r i se  wh i c h  turned  out  to  be  its  Ach i l l e s  heel  was  also  man i f e s t  in  the  Eth i o- Egyp t i a n  and  Eth i o- Ita l i a n  
con f r o n t a t i o n s  of  the  1880s  and  1890s.   A  numbe r  of  events  in  Eth i o p i a n  histo r y  bear  this  out.  Sven  
Rubenson  has  noted,  wh i l e  the  “reasons  for  the  fai l u re  may  inc l u d e  any  or  al l  of  the  fo l l o w i n g  elemen ts:  
po l i t i c a l  instab i l i t y  in  Ita l y,  insu f f i c i e n t  f i nanc i a l  resou r ces  or  popu l a r  suppo r t  for  the  co l on i a l  vent u re,  
interna t i o n a l  int r i g u e  aga i ns t  Ita l y ,  the  vac i l l a t i o n  between  a ‘Shoan  pol i c y ’  (the  pro tec t o r a t e) and  ‘T i g r ean  
pol i c y ’  (more  terr i t o r y  in  the  nor th),  quar re l s  between  Ita l i an  O f f i c e r s,  Cr i sp i ’ s  persona l i t y  and  Bara t i e r i ’ s  
genera l sh i p,  or  lack  of  it,  etc.–  al l  th is  is  impo r t a n t ,  but  does  not  go  the  hear t  of  the  mat te r.  It  must  be  
assumed,  af te r  al l,  that  Ita l y ’ s  leade rs  at  the  time  were  not  unawa re  of  the i r  own  prob l ems.   It  was,  in  spi te  of  
the  lim i t a t i o n s  and  cont rad i c t i o n s,  that  they  pursued  thei r  po l i c i es.  When  they  ach ie ved  so  much  less  than  
they  had  planned  and  expec ted  in  thei r  relat i o ns  w i t h  Eth i o p i a,  the  mai n  reason  was  the  same  ki nd  of  
underes t i m a t i o n  as Khed i v e  Isma i l  and  his  adv i se rs  had  indu l g ed  in  befo re  them."
 

The immediate Causes of the Battle of Adowa
 
As  noted  above  the  immed i a t e  cause  of  the  Bat t l e  of  Ad o w a  was  the  dispa rag i n g  view  abou t  A f r i c a ns  in  
genera l  and  Eth i o p i a ns  in  this  case.   And  as  righ t l y  noted  by  Rubenson  "this  underes t i m a t i o n  af fec ted  al l  
aspects  of  the  strugg l e.   In  the  f ie l d  of  interna t i o n a l  relat i o ns,  M i n i l i k  was  not  supposed  to  unders tan d  that  
Eth i o p i a ’ s  independe n ce  was  at  stake  i f  he  accepted  the  Ita l i an  vers i o n  of  A r t i c l e  X V I I .   I f  he  did  
unders tan d,  he  was  not  supposed  to  pro tes t.   I f  he  did  pro tes t,  he  was  not  supposed  to  susta i n  his  pro tes t  
when  those  who  made  inter na t i o n a l  law  tol d  him  that  it  was  too  late,  that  no  one  had  the  righ t  to  listen  to  
him  any  longe r.  Tha t  the  Eth i o p i a ns  had  estab l i s hed  an  inter na t i o n a l  recogn i t i o n  and  gained  dip l om a t i c  



expe r i e nce  befo r e  Ita l y  entered  the  scene  was  ove r l o o k e d  simp l y  because  it  was  con ven i e n t  to  do  so."  At  the  
hear t  of  this  was  the  view  that  A f r i c a n ’ s  were  incapab l e  of  thi n k i n g .
 
Wh i l e  underes t i m a t i o n  typ i f i e d  the  co l on i a l  enterp r i se,  neve r t he l ess,  the  ploy  of  di v i de  and  cont r o l  canno t  be  
underes t i m a t e d.   Thus  the  inter p l a y  between  exter na l  inter ve n t i o n  and  interna l  di v i s i o n,  wh i c h  bel ong  to  the  
pol i t i c a l  eng i nee r i n g  col o n i a l i s m  had  to  some  exten t  pla yed  had  a pi vo ta l  role  in  the  who l e  sord i d  af fa i r .  The  
way  the  Ita l i ans  exp l o i t e d  the  di f f e re n ces  between  Empe r o r  Yohan nes  and  K i n g  M i n i l i k  is  for  instance  most  
revea l i n g  as noted  bel o w:
 

The  com i n g  of  the  Ita l i ans  opened  for  M i n i l i k  a  new  oppo r t u n i t y  to  for t i f y  his  pos i t i o n  and  wo r k  
pat ien t l y  and  assidu ous l y  for  the  throne.   It  was  a case  of  rec i p r o c a l  need.   M i n i l i k  sough t  a steady  
supp l i e r  of  arms.   The  Ita l i ans  (part i cu l a r l y  afte r  1887) were  despera te  for  an  inter na l  al l y  agai ns t  the  
Empe r o r .  Thus,  as  in  the  case  of  Tek l e- hayman o t  and  the  Maha d i s t s,  we  see  the  inter co n ne c t i o n  
between  the  exter na l  and  the  inter na l .   Yohan nes ’ s  ear l y  cal l  for  a comm o n  fron t  agai ns t  the  Ita l i ans  
was  not  att rac t i v e  to  M i n i l i k .  On  the  othe r  hand,  he  was  care f u l  not  to  comm i t  himse l f  fu l l y  and  
open l y  on  the  side  of  the  Ita l i ans  and  he  kept  them  in  suspense  as to  his  f ina l  inten t i o ns.   The  ro le  of  
med i a t o r  that  he  br ie f l y  assumed  af te r  Doga l i  there f o r e  f i t ted  in  ver y  we l l  w i t h  his  strateg y.   Un t i l ,  
that  is,  Yo han nes  devasta ted  Go j j am  in  the  summe r  of  1888  and  stood  poised  to  in f l i c t  the  same  fate  
on  Shoa.   Then,  M i n i l i k  threw  al l  caut i o n  to  the  w i n ds  and  open l y  dec la red  his  al l i ance  w i t h  the  
Ita l i ans.

 
V ie w e d  aga i ns t  this  back d r o p,  althou g h  the  pr im a r y  cause  of  the  Bat t l e  of  Ad o w a  was  impe r i a l i s t  
expans i o n i sm  its  other  less  pardonab l e  fac to r  was  domes t i c  consp i r a c y .  A l t h o u g h  M i n i l i k  did  play  an  
adm i r a b l e  ro le  in  mob i l i z i n g  Eth i o p i a ns  agai ns t  a  fore i g n  aggresso r,  his  ach ie vem e n t  is  di l u ted  by  the  
conn i v a n c e  wi t h  wh i c h  he  preven te d  Yohan nes  from  just  do i ng  that.   Th i s  was  to  advance  his  own  dr i ve  to  
the  Eth i o p i a n  throne  wh i c h  Yo ha n nes  hel d  unt i l  his  death  in  1889.   Thus,  M i n i l i k  ended  up  sol v i n g  a 
prob l em  wh i c h  he  helped  create  and  snow ba l l  but  wh i c h  Yohan nes  cou l d  have  sol ved  ear l i e r  w i t h  m in i m a l  
coope ra t i o n  from  him.   Even  so,  M i n i l i k ’ s  vic t o r y  wou l d  have  scarce l y  been  assured  wi t h o u t  Yo ha n nes ’  
wo r k  wh i c h  prepa red  the  ground  for  him.   Th is  view  is  con f i r m e d  by  Bahr u  Zew de  who  obser ves:
 

M i n i l i k ,  of  cou rse,  drew  much  bene f i t  from  his  fr i en ds h i p  w i t h  the  Ita l i ans.   Parado x i c a l  as  it  may  
sound,  the  Ado w a  vic t o r y  wou l d  have  been  incon ce i v a b l e  w i t h o u t  the  arms  that  this  fr iendsh i p  
secured  for  him.   Ul t i m a t e l y ,  but  not  al toge t he r  surp r i s i n g l y ,  as  it  became  a  mat te r  of  his  own  
pol i t i c a l  surv i v a l ,  M i n i l i k  turned  agai ns t  the  Ita l i ans.  Wh i l e  one  is  for ced  to  adm i r e  the  pol i t i c a l  
astuteness  w i t h  wh i c h  he  played  the  who l e  game  and  his  success  in  lead i n g  a  unt i ed  Eth i o p i a  at  
Ad o w a,  one  has  to  come  to  the  inescapab l e  conc l us i o n  that  he  inhe r i t e d  a  prob l em  wh i c h  his  
harassed  predecesso r  mi g h t  have  managed  to  sol ve  had  M i n i l i k  not  cont r i b u t e d  to  mak i n g  li fe  too  
hard  for  him.  

 

Factors Behind Minilik Success
 

M i n i l i k  thus  owed  his  vic t o r y  to  the  ear l i e r  vi c t o r i es  Empe r o r  Yohan nes  and  Ras  A l u l a  had  ach ie ved  earn i n g  
Eth i o p i a  a  place  of  hono r  in  ant i- col o n i a l  histo r i o g r a p h y .   Bu t  equa l l y  impo r t a n t l y  he  owed  it  to  "the  
successo rs  of  Yo ha n nes,"  notab l y  the  Ti g rean  genera l,  Ras  A l u l a  and  "other  Ti g r ean  ar is t oc r a t s"  who  cou l d  
have  been  expec ted  to  do  wha t  M i n i l i k  did  to  Yohan nes  but  did  not.   Sven  Rubenso n  has  deve l o pe d  this  
theme  fur t he r  stat i ng:
 

At  the  cruc i a l  momen t,  M i n i l i k  comma n de d  the  loya l t y  of  ever y  impo r t a n t  ch ie f  in  the  coun t r y .   Ol d  
enem i es  or  ri va l s  such  as Ras  M i k ae l  of  We l l o  and  Ni g us  Teke l eha y m a n o t e  of  Go j j am  were  presen t  
at  Ado w a,  toget he r  w i t h  Me k o n n e n  (who  m igh t  have  excused  himse l f  w i t h  the  prob l em  of  the  
secur i t y  of  Hare r) and  the  great  men  of  the  nor th.   In  fac t,  the  two  most  impo r t a n t  Ti g rean  al l i es  of  
the  Ita l i ans,  Ras  Sibha t  and  De j j a zm a c h  Hagos  Te fe r i ,  defec ted  to  the  Eth i o p i a n  side  w i t h  600  men  
onl y  two  weeks  befo r e  the  Bat t l e  of  Ado w a.   There  were  even  repo r t s  that  Er i t r ean  ‘bash i- bazou k s ’  
refused  to  enter  the  bat t l e  w i t h  the  excuse  that  ‘thoug h  we  eat  the i r  money,  we  wi l l  not  figh t  our  
coun t r y  and  our  king. ’

 



It  is  also  wo r t h y  of  note  that  Bara t i e r i  was  later  to  descr i be  the  defec t i o n  of  the  Tig r eans  dispa rag i n g l y  as  ‘a  
semb l an c e  of  the  idea  of  nat i o n h o o d  in  the  guise  of  hatred  agai ns t  the  wh i t es.’
 
Indeed,  as  Rubenso n  hastens  to  add,  it  is  not  necessar y  to  prove  here  that  this  idea  or  feel i n g  was  eithe r  
w i desp r ead  or  conce i ve d  in  the  terms  of  nine teen t h- centu r y  Euro pean  nat i o na l i s m.  The  impo r t a n t  fact  is,  
howe ve r,  that  it  exis ted  and  m igh t  we l l  have  turned  the  rank  and  f i l e  agai ns t  any  chie f  who  had  dec i ded  to  
col l ab o r a te  w i t h  the  Ita l i ans  in  a  dec is i v e  momen t.   The  remo va l  of  M i n i l i k  wou l d  not  have  sol ved  the  
prob l em .   Beh i n d  the  leaders  was  this  fee l i n g  of  attachmen t  to  the  ‘coun t r y  and  ki ng. ’
 

The Lessons of the Adowa Victory
 

The  upsho t  of  Ad o w a  taugh t  impe r i a l i s t  Euro pe  in  genera l  and  Ita l y  in  par t i c u l a r  that  they  had  gross l y  
underes t i m a t e d  the  cohes i ve ness  of  the  Eth i o p i a ns  and  the i r  fond  af fec t i o n  for  freedom  and  sove re i g n t y .  
V ie w e d  in  this  contex t  Eth i o p i a,  through  its  long  str i ng  of  vic t o r i es  wh i c h  cu lm i n a t e d  in  the  Ad o w a  vic t o r y ,  
had  served  as  the  ant i- thesis  of  col o n i a l i s m  and  the  col o n i a l  enterp r i se  and  a true  tra i l- blazer  of  the  globa l  
de-co l on i za t i o n  strugg l e.


	For us will the victory be glorious
	Garvey’s African National Anthem 
	Oh Master race! To thee I bring
	This tribute to thy glory
	Addis Ababa
	And they laughed behind her back
	With His Spirit of Love has stirred us 


