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Review of the talk by Dr Robbie Shilliam  

On Wednesday 22nd July Dr Robbie Shilliam delivered a researched paper on the Ethio-Italian conflict that 
precipitated World War II. The event was hosted at SOAS by the Anglo Ethiopian Society, 'descendants' of 
the Friends of Abyssinia  who had supported His Imperial Majesty Emperor Haile Selassie I during His exile 
in Britain. 
 

Punctuated by power-point photos of a bygone era, Dr Shilliam's lecture interrogated 
the terms of 'Englishness' and 'Britishness' within the context of the times, and the 
positions of sympathy and antipathy directed towards Ethiopia and His Imperial 
Majesty during the Fascist invasion. Were the responses of decency, human rights 
and fair play touted by the British government merely age-old mantras of moral 
supremacy? Was there an undercurrent of perfidy and double-dealing behind the 
establishment's apparent support for Ethiopia? And what of the colonial masses and 
ordinary people of conscience who were ranged on the side of the threatened 
African State? How did their views compare/conflict with the policies and 
declarations emanating from the ruling British hierarchy? What was the connection 
between these events and the nascent Rastafari movement in Britain in the 1970's?  
 

Dr Shilliam's searching presentation navigated these uncharted waters with a level of 
candour and intellectual rigour that held his mixed audience riveted for almost an 
hour. Questions on the Emperor's reputed snubbing of Garvey, and the global 
reparations focus were adequately answered in the Q+A; but the wily lecturer neatly 
side-stepped answers on the much-publicized Nazi salute of the young princess 
Elizabeth in 1933.  
 

Rastafari Regal Livity and the Majesty and the Movement exhibition were duly 
accredited as the context that motivated his research. Hopefully this stimulating 
expose of forgotten history will give substance to the current debate on reparation 
and international morality. 
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